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Executive Summary

Big Stone Wetland Management District is part of a unique natural ecosystem
and an equally unique legacy of human partnership.

The ecosystem is known as the tallgrass prairie ecosystem, and its combination
of prairie grasslands and small wetlands made it among the most biologically
diverse and intricate landscapes in the world. When European settlers arrived
and discovered the land’s tremendous productivity, the tallgrass prairie ecosys-
tem became one of the most altered ecosystems
on earth. The landscape changed rapidly, and
little of the original prairie was saved. Today
only fragments exist in small, isolated blocks.

Partnerships have been inherent in efforts to
preserve the remaining prairie. From the Duck
Stamp Act of 1934 to the Wetland Loan Act of
1961 to the Small Wetland Acquisition Program
0f 1962, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service
(Service) and hunters, environmentalists, and
communities have worked together to preserve
land and wildlife. Funding for acquisition of
Waterfowl Production Areas (WPA) comes in
large part from funds generated through the Duck Stamp Act, making duck
hunters a key partner in preserving critical habitat within the prairie pothole
region. Waterfowl Production Areas are upland grasslands and wetlands pur-
chased by the Service to provide nesting habitat for waterfowl. Wetland Manage-
ment Districts (WMD) are the federal administrative units charged with acquir-
ing, overseeing, and managing WPAs and easements within a specified group of
counties.

Big Stone WMD is part of this heritage. The District was established in 1996 to
acquire and manage lands under the Small Wetlands Acquisition Program within
Lincoln and Lyon counties. It currently includes 11 Waterfowl Production Areas
covering 2,343 acres of fee title lands, 12 habitat and/or wetland easements
covering 1,387 acres and three FmHA Conservation Easements covering 160
acres for a grand total of 3,890 acres of protected habitat.

Managing the District demands long range planning that reflects vision, science,
and people. This Draft Comprehensive Conservation Plan describes how we
intend to improve wildlife habitat, foster waterfowl production, and expand
opportunities for compatible recreation, including hunting, wildlife observation,
and environmental education.

The management direction identified in this Draft Comprehensive Conservation
Plan charts a course for the next 15 years. This course is summarized in three
broad categories — Wildlife and Habitat, People, and Operations.
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Comprehensive Conservation Planning

The Comprehensive Conservation Plan, or CCP, is a guide for management on
the Big Stone WMD over the next 15 years. The document provides an outline
for how we will accomplish our mission and make our vision become a reality.
Several legislative mandates within the National Wildlife Refuge System Im-
provement Act of 1997 have guided the development of the Plan. These man-
dates include:

m  The focus of management on the District is to benefit wildlife conserva-
tion.

m  Wildlife-dependent recreation activities, (hunting, fishing, wildlife
observation, wildlife photography, environmental education, and inter-
pretation) are encouraged when they are compatible with wildlife
conservation.

The CCP will benefit management of Big Stone WMD by:

m  Providing a clear statement of direction for future management of the
District.

m  Giving District neighbors, visitors and the general public an understand-
ing of the Service’s management actions on and around the Districts.

m  Ensuring that the District’s management actions and programs are
consistent with the mandates of the National Wildlife Refuge System.

s Ensuring that District management is consistent with other federal,
state, and local plans when practicable.

m Establishing that wildlife-dependent recreation uses (compatible uses
including hunting, fishing, wildlife observation and photography, or
environmental education and interpretation) are the priority public uses
within the Refuge System.

m  Providing a basis for the development of budget requests on operation,
maintenance, and capital improvement needs.

The Planning Process

The planning process for this Comprehensive Conservation Plan began October
1, 1997, when a Notice Of Intent to prepare a comprehensive management plan
was published in the Federal Register (Vol 62: 51482). Because the six Districts
face similar issues, Managers and planners decided to follow a shared CCP
process that would result in separate documents for each District. This chapter
describes the planning process that was employed.

Initially, members of the planning team identified a list of issues and concerns
that were likely to be associated with the management of the District. These
preliminary issues and concerns were based on the team members’ knowledge of
the area, contacts with citizens in the community, and ideas already expressed to
the District staff. District staff and Service planners then began asking District
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Vision Statement for the
Minnesota Wetland
Management Districts

The Districts will empha-
size waterfowl production
and ensure the preserva-
tion of habitat for migra-
tory birds, threatened and
endangered native spe-
cies, and resident wildlife.
The Districts will provide
opportunities for the
public to hunt, fish,
observe and photograph
wildlife and increase
public understanding and
appreciation of the North-
ern Tallgrass Prairie
Ecosystem.

neighbors, organizations, local government units, schools,
and interested citizens to share their thoughts in a series of
open house events.

Open houses were conducted at each District as well as the
Regional Office at F't. Snelling, Minnesota.

People were invited to send in written comments describ-
ing their support or concerns about the Districts. Fifty-one
written comments were received.

A survey of public use was conducted and focus group
meetings were conducted to develop the issues, goals, and
objectives for the Plan. These meetings included the
District Managers and invited participants from the
University of Minnesota, The Nature Conservancy, and the
U.S. Geological Survey, Northern Prairie Wildlife Research
Center. Concurrent with the focus group meetings, plan-
ning staff met with staff from the District staff members
numerous times to review issues and discuss District
management.

A wide range of issues, concerns and opportunities were
expressed during the planning process. Numerous discus-
sions among District and planning staff, focus groups and
resource specialists brought to light several recurring

themes. Issues fall into broad categories of wildlife, habitat and people. Dealing
with these issues is at the core of the development of goals and objectives for the
management of the Wetland Management Districts in Minnesota.

Management Alternatives

An environmental assessment (EA) encompassing all six of the Minnesota
Wetland Management Districts was prepared as part of the planning process.
Three management alternatives were evaluated in the EA, including: maintain-
ing management of current wetland management district acres but not acquiring
more land; increasing land holdings to meet the goal acres and maintain current
management practices; and improving WMDs for waterfowl and other trust
species. The Service has selected the third alternative, improving the Districts
for waterfowl and other trust species, as the preferred alternative. Each alterna-
tive is briefly described in the following paragraphs.

Alternatives Development

Project Leaders on WMDs within the major waterfowl breeding habitats of the
United States have been charged with the responsibility to identify tracts of land
that meet the goals of the Small Wetland Acquisition Program (SWAP) for
inclusion in the National Wildlife Refuge System (NWRS). Of all the responsi-
bilities Project Leaders carry, identifying lands to include in the NWRS has the
longest lasting implications and is by far the most important. The land, once

Executive Summary

iii



acquired, needs to be managed intensively with a variety of tools available to the
managers. The intensity of management is limited by the number of staff
available and the scattered distribution of the land holdings across a wide land-
scape in 28 counties of western Minnesota. The following alternatives identify
three approaches meeting the goals and responsibilities of land ownership and
management.

The main goal of the SWAP has been, and still is, to purchase a complex of
wetlands and uplands that provide habitat in which waterfowl can successfully
reproduce. The basic concept has been to purchase in fee title key brood marshes
that include adequate nesting cover on adjacent uplands while protecting under
easement surrounding temporary and seasonal wetland basins as breeding pair
habitat. Once this is accomplished, the land must be managed through seeding
with native grasses and forbs, burning and spraying, or otherwise controlling
exotic and/or invasive species. Additionally, abandoned human infrastructure
(wells, barns, etc.) must be removed. The
areas are signed, and sometimes fenced, to
provide safe public access.

The SWAP began in 1958 and accelerated
rapidly in the early 1960s with passage of
the Wetlands Loan Act. The original 1960s
delineations were prepared for each fee title
parcel based on their suitability to provide
brood rearing habitat for waterfowl. These
delineations designated wetlands as priority
A, B, and C for fee title purchase. These
tracts had few upland acres and only existing wetlands with no drainage facilities
were considered for fee or easement purchase. In some locations, these original
delineations have been reevaluated and revised. In Minnesota, a 1974 exercise
produced maps showing proposed boundaries of each fee title delineation, as well
as wetlands within a 2-mile radius that were eligible for easement purchase. A
1984 effort produced maps of “significant wetland areas” for fee title purchase.
Although dated, these efforts were biologically sound and provide valuable
information in deciding which properties to purchase today.

Over the years our understanding of breeding waterfowl biology has increased
and the landscape of the Upper Midwest has changed dramatically. The SWAP
itself has evolved to include purchase of drained wetlands, increased upland
acreage, and grassland easements along with new counties that include lands
within intensely agricultural and urbanized landscapes.

Three possible alternatives to acquisition and management were considered as
we thought about the future of the programs for the wetland management
districts. The three alternatives were (1) manage what lands we currently own;
(2) acquire additional lands and manage them as we currently manage the lands
that we own; and (3) acquire additional lands and expand management beyond
the present level of intensity.

In the following sections we summarize what we would do under each alterna-
tive. The third alternative is our preferred alternative, which is developed in
more detail as the Comprehensive Conservation Plan.
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Alternative 1 — Maintain Management on Current Acres With No Additional Land
Acquisition

Under this alternative we would manage fee title land already in the system and
would not increase the holdings to the agreed goal acres for each county within
the District. We would restore native grasslands using local ecotypes of mixed
native grasses and forbs and improve wetlands by increasing water control and
improving watersheds. We would regularly evaluate our approach to waterfowl
production. We would maintain the recruitment rate of waterfowl and the
current level of inspection of our lands and easements. We would continue to
conduct the 4-square-mile monitoring program and the monitoring of nesting
structures under this alternative. We would continue routine surveys such as the
scent post survey and bird counts and non-routine surveys when requested, such
as the deformed frog survey. We would continue to avoid any actions that would
harm endangered or threatened species, and we
would note the presence of any species that is
federally listed as endangered or threatened.

‘We would maintain the public access to WPAs that
currently exists. We would complete and document
development plans for every WPA on the District as
time and staffing permit. The development plans
would be recorded in a geographic information
system and document boundaries, habitat, facilities
and history of management.

Each Distriet would continue with the current level of staffing. We would
identify and replace facilities and equipment that do not meet Service standards.
We would expect that the maintenance backlog would be reduced, but not
eliminated, over the life of the CCP.

Alternative 2 — Increase Land Holdings to Goal Acres and Maintain Current Management
Practices (No Action)

Under this alternative we would continue acquiring land up to the negotiated
goal acres within each county in the District (See Table A). We would expand the
size of WPAs in areas of prime waterfowl use through easements and working
with partners.

We would restore native grasslands using local ecotypes of mixed native grasses
and forbs and improve wetlands by increasing water control and improving
watersheds. We would regularly evaluate our approach to waterfowl production.
We would maintain the recruitment rate of waterfowl and the current level of
inspection of our lands and easements. We would continue to conduct the 4-
square-mile monitoring program and the monitoring of nesting structures under
this alternative. We would continue routine surveys such as the scent post
survey and bird counts and non-routine surveys when requested, such as the
deformed frog survey. We would continue to avoid any actions that would harm
endangered or threatened species. We would note the presence of any species
that is federally listed as endangered or threatened.

We would continue current public access on existing areas and add access to new
acquisitions over several years. We would complete and document development
plans for every WPA on the District as time and staffing permit. The develop-
ment plans would be recorded in a GIS and document boundaries, habitat,
facilities, and history of management.
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Table A: Fee Title Acres Approved and Goal Acres Per District in

Accordance with the Land Exchange Board

Fee Title Acres
Wetland Approved for
Management Purchase by the
Districts Land Exchange Board Goal Acres Remainder
Detroit Lakes 41,615 89,280 47,665
Fergus Falls 43,417 74,675 31,258
Litchfield 33,213 76,220 46,007
Big Stone 2,343 0 0
Morris 51,208 74,830 23,622
Windom 12,669 24,476 11,807

Each Distriet would continue with the current level of staffing. We would
identify and replace facilities and equipment that do not meet Service standards.
We would expect that the maintenance backlog would be reduced, but not

eliminated, over the life of the CCP.

Alternative 3 — Increase Land Holdings to Goal Acres and Expand
Management for Waterfowl, Other Trust Species and the Public.
(Preferred Alternative)

Under this alternative we would continue acquiring land up
to the negotiated goal acres for each county within the
District (See Table A). We would expand the size of WPAs in
areas of prime waterfowl use through easements and working
with partners. We would focus whenever possible on prime
habitat as outlined in the Habitat and Population Evaluation
Team (HAPET) “thunderstorm” maps. These maps reveal
high density waterfowl populations and, because the results
are color coded, look somewhat like weather maps.

We would follow the Strategic Growth of the SWAP Guide-
lines for Fee and Easement Purchase (See Appendix K).
These Guidelines specify that:

1) The program will focus on providing the mission
components for the WMD landscape: wetland com-
plexes, surrounding grasslands, and a predator

component that approaches a naturally occurring complement (i.e.,

coyotes vs. red fox).

2) The program will focus on established delineation criteria (size, location,
ratio of upland to wetlands, soil composition, ete.) for all fee title, habitat,

and wetland easements (Appendix K).

3) The program will prioritize acquisition based on thunderstorm maps,
land cover (grassland acres), landscape characteristics, and data on

predator populations. Prioritization will be given to tracts that benefit

waterfowl, but other wildlife benefits will be considered in the priorities

such as native prairie, endangered or threatened species, and colonial

nesting birds. Additional considerations may include expanding and
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protecting large tracts of grassland as Grassland Bird Core Conservation
Areas as proposed by Fitzgerald et al. (1998).

We would restore native grasslands using local ecotypes of mixed native grasses
and forbs and improve wetlands by increasing water control and improving
watersheds. We would, where practicable, follow HAPET recommendations for
nesting platforms and predator management (electric fencing, predator control,
islands, etc.). Cooperating landowners within the District’s watershed would be
offered incentives and/or compensated through cost-sharing agreements for
applying conservation and environmental farming practices on their lands and for
creating, maintaining, or enhancing habitat for wildlife.

We would regularly evaluate our approach to waterfowl production and improve
waterfowl monitoring. We would strive to increase the recruitment rate of
waterfowl and increase inspection of our lands and easements. We would work to
prohibit the introduction of wildlife species that are not native to the Northern
Tallgrass Prairie Ecosystem.

We would employ a scientifically defensible means to monitor and evaluate
habitats and populations under this alternative. We would increasingly use GIS
in our monitoring. We would inventory the hydrological systems within the
District, invertebrate communities, and monitor contaminant levels in water
flowing to and from District wetlands. We would increase our surveys and
monitoring of threatened and endangered species, invertebrates, and unique
communities under this alternative. We would seek opportunities to enhance and
reintroduce native species in the District.

Under this alternative we would expand and improve opportunities for public use
through construction of additional parking lots and interpretive kiosks on exist-
ing and acquired lands.

We would complete and document develop-
ment plans for every WPA on the District
within three years under this alternative.
The development plans would be recorded
in a geographic information system and
document boundaries, habitat, facilities, and
history of management.

Staff would be added to the Districts under this alternative. Implementation of
the CCP would rely on partnerships formed with landowners in the watershed,
volunteers and interested citizens, farm and conservation organizations, and with
appropriate government agencies. We would identify and replace facilities and
equipment that do not meet Service standards. Our goal would be to meet the
standards by 2010.

Management of the Districts would be more consistent among the Minnesota
Districts and with the Districts in Iowa, Wisconsin and the Dakotas.
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Planning Issues and Management Direction

A wide range of issues, concerns and opportunities were expressed during the
planning process. Numerous discussions among Districtand planning staff, focus
groups and resource specialists brought to light several recurring themes. Issues
fall into broad categories of wildlife, habitat and people. In the following para-
graphs, we list the issues that were identified in this planning process and our
objectives for addressing that issue.

Can we improve waterfowl productivity?

We will work to increase waterfowl production through effective monitoring of
populations, evaluating current management actions and increasing recruitment.
We will strive to increase recruitment through cropland conversion to grassland
and artificial structures where appropriate, and protecting existing National
Wildlife Refuge System lands as well as other waterfowl habitats in cooperation
with District partners.

Strategic Acquisition: Can we buy the highest priority land in the most efficient
and cost-effective manner possible?

We will ensure strategic land acquisition by evaluating current acquisition
guidelines, identifying priority acquisition areas, and evaluating acreage goals
while securing rapid responses to sellers through close coordination with the
acquisition office.

Managing Uplands: Can we improve prairie restoration by planting the right
seeds and using the right management tools?

We will seek to reestablish and manage native plant communities by seeding a
diverse mixture of local grasses and forbs each year as determined through the
WPA development plans. We will actively manage to maintain quality grassland
habitats using fire, grazing and/or haying, and haying as viable management
tools.

Managing and Restoring Wetlands: How do we
manage wetlands to maintain or increase productiv-
ity ?

We will strive to restore and manage wetlands
primarily within identified priority areas, increasing
the amount and quality of water level management,
monitoring hydrological systems, and encouraging and
cooperating in research of these systems.

Can we improve biological inventories and monitoring on WPAs?

We will improve biological inventories and monitoring through planning, training,
expanded species data gathering, research, and use of GIS.

Can we stem the loss of migratory birds in the Northern Tallgrass Prairie
Ecosystem?

We will try to stem the loss of all migratory birds by expanding restoration of
upland wetland and riparian habitats on private lands.
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Can we manage District land to preserve, restore and enhance threatened and
endangered species, rare and declining species, and address regional priority
species?

We will preserve, restore and enhance threatened and endangered species and
rare and declining species through the collection of baseline population and
habitat data, tailored management activities, enforecement of regulations, and
increased cooperation with partners.

Under what circumstances should we reintroduce rare native species to District
land?

We will seek to reintroduce rare native species where feasible by identifying,
evaluating and prioritizing opportunities. All reintroduction programs will be
conducted in close cooperation with the Minnesota Department of Natural
Resources.

How do we mitigate negative external influences such as contaminants on WPAs
and reduce its impact on long-term health and productivity of District land?

We will work to mitigate negative external influences on Service lands by
identifying, monitoring and developing action plans to address threats such as
pesticide use, contaminants, soil erosion and poor water quality.

How do we balance management for Federal trust species with the needs of
resident species?

We will balance management of Federal trust species with the needs of resident
species by communicating with state wildlife agencies and local conservation

_ organizations to provide compatible food and cover sources where
i =i . there are documented needs.

i - How do we reduce crop loss caused by Canada geese foraging on
 private land adjacent to WPAs?

We will work to reduce crop loss caused by Canada Geese forag-
ing on private lands adjacent to Waterfowl Production Areas by
developing a Memorandum of Understanding with the Minnesota
Department of Natural Resources which defines agency responsi-
bilities to provide alternate feeding areas and long-term solutions.

Invasive species, both exotic and native, are negatively impacting the natural
ecological balance of grasslands and wetlands on WPAs.

We will seek to control the negative impacts of invasive species by taking aggres-
sive control measures against exotic plants, documenting and eradicating inva-
sive plant populations, and increasing long-term resolution of these problems
through biological controls.

What is the Long Range Goal of the Partners for Fish and Wildlife Program
(Private Lands) on Wetland Management Districts?

We will identify the long-range goals of the District’s Partners for Fish and
Wildlife Program (private lands) by developing priority action items that could
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include identification of partners in key project areas, and developing a brochure
for the public to better define the Partners program and its benefits.

People

There are conflicting views concerning the costs and benefits of federally owned
land in a community. Who benefits? Who pays?

We will identify the benefits and costs of Federally owned land to a community
by investigating the economic value of wetlands and federal land ownership as
well as revenue sharing in relation to local taxes. We will seek to determine the
social values of wildlife and natural habitats to people.

How do we provide adequate facilities and programs for the public to fully enjoy
wildlife-related recreation in a way that is compatible with our mission?

We will provide adequate facilities and pro-
grams for public enjoyment of compatible
wildlife-dependent recreation by enhancing
public use experiences with accessible facili-
ties that meet National Visitor Service
Standards as well as providing current maps
and District information. We will increase
environmental education opportunities
through additional “hands-on” exhibits,
specific on-site interpretative opportunities,
and building volunteer programs.

030Yd SMASN

Operations

Districts need sufficient staff in critical areas to fully meet resource challenges
and opportunities.

We will meet staffing needs for resource challenges and opportunities by hiring
additional administrative, biological, technical, and maintenance personnel.

Districts need office, maintenance, and equipment storage facilities to carry out
their mission.

We will provide adequate maintenance and storage facilities by selecting and
developing a secure maintenance and equipment storage area within the bound-
aries of the Wetland District.

Vehicles and other necessary equipment need to be replaced on a reqular basis
according to Service standards.

We will schedule vehicle and equipment replacements to achieve industry
standards when normal life expectancy is reached and acquire all necessary
equipment to achieve Wetland Management District Goals.
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Funding is needed to develop and manage newly acquired WPA land and
facilities.

We will develop newly acquired Waterfowl
Production Areas by identifying these needs,
securing funding, and carrying out projects
immediately after lands are purchased. We
will identify the costs of new lands to the
District’s annual operation and maintenance
budget.

We will maintain existing waterfowl produc-
tion areas at Service standards including
delineated boundaries, nature trails, parking
lots, access trails, water control structures
and fences by maintaining a current inventory of maintenance needs on the
Maintenance Management System database, and updating these costs and
priorities annually.
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Individual WPA development plans and record keeping need to be updated.

We will ensure that Waterfowl Production Area Development Plans are current
by performing complete resource inventories and utilizing the most current GIS
technology and complete unit planning to meet trust responsibilities.

The Districts need to be consistent in their application of policy and resource
protection efforts.

We will seek consistency in policy and practices on all Service Wetland Manage-
ment Districts by attending coordination meetings and following Service policy
when implementing programs.

Essential Staffing, Mission-Critical Projects and Major
Maintenance Needs

The Service relies on two systems to track the needs of the Wetland Manage-
ment Districts and other units of the National Wildlife Refuge System. These
systems are the Refuge Operating Needs System and the Maintenance Manage-
ment System. Each station has scores of projects in each system, representing a
need which is often beyond the realities of funding. How-
ever, each station has identified its most critical needs
which form a realistic assessment of funding needed to
meet many of the goals, objectives, and strategies identi-
fied in the CCP. These needs also form the basis for the
President’s budget request to Congress. These critical
needs are listed below in the categories of essential staff,
mission-critical projects, and major maintenance projects.
A complete listing of projects in the Operating Needs
System is found in Appendix F' of this document and it
represents the long-term needs of the Big Stone Wetland
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Management District to operate at optimum levels. The following list includes
needs for the Big Stone National Wildlife Refuge.

Essential Staffing Needs
Biological technician
Biological technician
Visitor Services Specialist
Administrative Technician
Maintenance Worker
Maintenance Worker

Mission-Critical Projects

Provide Visitor Services through Interpretive Facilities
Native Prairie Restoration

Visitor Services and Biological Studies

American Bittern Bird Study

Water Level Management

Major Maintenance Projects

Replace fence around three quarries
Replace backhoe

Replace tractor

10 additional projects

Total: $2,399,000
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Chapter 1: Introduction and Background

Overview: History of Refuge Establishment, Acquisition, and
Management

The Wetland Management Districts of Minnesota are set in a landscape that was once
a mosaic of prairie and wetlands. From north to south the land varied between
woodland, sandy ridges and hills covered with prairie flowers, dotted with small, blue
wetlands and oak savannah. It was beautiful, rolling country teaming with waterfowl
and other wildlife. Early explorers from Europe described its park-like quality with
wonder. The combination of prairie grasslands and small wetlands made it among the
most biologically productive landscapes in the world; supporting many people and an
abundance of wildlife.

The prairie harbored bison herds estimated at 50 to
60 million. From Alexander Henry’s January 14,
1801, journal reporting from the Red River Valley,
“...At daybreak I was awakened by the bellowing of
buffaloes...I dressed and climbed my oak for a better
view. I had seen almost incredible numbers of
buffalo in the fall, but nothing in comparison to what
I now beheld. The ground was covered at every
point of the compass, as far as the eye could reach,
and every animal was in motion.”

Only 100 years after this entry, the myth of the
prairies’ unlimited abundance was severely tested.
Many important game species were driven to near
extinction by intensive and uncontrolled killing and
commercial over-harvest encouraged by East Coast
and European markets. Free-roaming bison, the
Great Plains wolf, swift fox, pronghorn antelope and
grizzly bear were eliminated from Minnesota. Black bear and elk were removed from
their prairie niche. Many Native American tribes that depended on these resources
were decimated by disease and conflict.

When European settlers arrived on the prairies, they recognized the land’s productiv-
ity and rapidly turned it to agriculture. In a few decades it ranked among the richest
agricultural land in the world. The landscape changed so rapidly, little of the original
prairie was saved. Today, only fragments remain in isolated, small blocks. With
fragmentation and the loss of large predators, smaller predators such as raccoon,
striped skunks, and fox increased, much to the detriment of ground-nesting birds and
other native grassland species.

Perhaps no other ecosystem on earth as been so dramatically altered, in such a short
time, as the tallgrass prairie ecosystem of the Midwest.

The early mission of the Fish and Wildlife Service was to protect species from over-
harvest and manage wildlife for a quality hunt. Waterfowl have been a central focus
from the very beginning. Many species of prairie waterfowl and shorebirds were
saved by legislation formed to protect them from market hunting.
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Early surveys of the Prairie Pothole Region revealed a strong correlation between
prairie wetlands and waterfowl breeding habitat. Biologists learned that waterfowl
success is directly linked to the number of wetlands. When winter snows fill the small
wetlands, waterfowl populations soar. Since the wetlands are shallow by nature,
their value to waterfowl varies from year to year depending on the amount of snow
and rain. In years of drought, wetlands dry and waterfowl populations plummet. The
crucial link between wetlands and waterfowl was made during a time when wetlands
throughout the prairies were being drained at an unprecedented rate for agriculture.

In 1934 the Duck Stamp Act was passed, setting the stage for the most aggressive
land acquisition campaign for conservation of wildlife habitat in American history.
Although the original Act did not allow purchase of small wetlands, it created a way
for hunters to actively participate in maintaining waterfowl populations. In 1958 the
Act was amended, making it possible for the Service to buy small wetlands and
uplands for breeding waterfowl and for hunting. The acquired wetlands became
Waterfowl Production Areas (WPAs) and formed the core of the Wetland Manage-
ment Districts.

The Act was passed in the nick of time. Between
1780 and 1980, approximately 78.7 percent of
Minnesota wetlands in the Prairie Pothole and
Parkland Transition areas were drained (Dahl
1990). In intensive agricultural areas of the Prairie
Pothole Region, wetland losses often exceed 90
percent (Rex Johnson). Today over 70,000 miles of
ditches drain wetlands in Minnesota with a continu-
ing annual wetland loss of 2.4 percent per year.

At the time the Small Wetland Acquisition Pro-
gram (SWAP) began in 1962, the U.S. Fish and : ~we. = ET
Wildlife Service entered into a Procedural Agree- = SNl S <

ment with the State of Minnesota. This document laid out the rules for the purchase
of wetlands as required by the Wetland Loan Act of 1961. The agreement was
amended in 1976 when the number of counties authorized for acquisition increased
from 19 to 28, and the goal acreage was increased. In 1991, the Minnesota Land
Exchange Board gave the Service approval to expand its land acquisition program to
all 87 counties of the state. The state goal of 231,000 acres in fee title and 365,170
acres in easements, as established in 1976, remains unchanged (See Appendix A for a
complete listing of the District legal mandates).

In western Minnesota, as of March 31, 1999, the Service owned 171,863 acres, of which
56,693 acres were wetlands (Figure 1). In addition, the Service administers perpetual
easement agreements on 266,171 acres, of which 62,098 acres are wetlands. Wetlands
that were once drained have been restored; on Waterfowl Production Areas, more
than 4,000 wetland restorations have impounded 15,900 wetland acres.

The program has been remarkably successful in the face of great odds. The Wetland
Management Districts combine to form a greater land mass than the largest national
wildlife refuge in the lower 48 states. Each District has, on average, 23,400 to 73,400
breeding ducks each year; all Districts combined average 240,600 breeding ducks each
year (Figure 2).

Big Stone Wetland Management District CCP
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Figure 1: Minnesota Wetland Management Districts
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Figure 2: Breeding Pair Population (Averaged) for Major Duck Species in
Minnesota Wetland Management Districts 1987-2000
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Data values are for 13 species (mallard, gadwall, blue-winged teal, northern shoveler, northern pintail,
wigeon, green-winged teal, wood duck, redhead, canvasback, scaup, ringneck and ruddy duck).

Litchfield, Roseau and Windom wetland management districts data are for the years 1989-2000.
Source: Waterfowl Breeding Populations and Production Estimates, for the Prairie Pothole Region of

Minnesota (4 square mile survey). Habitat and Population Evaluation Team, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service,
Fergus Falls, Minnesota
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Background

Purpose and Need for the Comprehensive Conservation Plan

This Comprehensive Conservation Plan, or CCP, is a guide for management on the
Wetland Management Districts over the next 15 years. The document provides an
outline for how we will accomplish our mission and make our vision become a reality.
Several legislative mandates within the National Wildlife Refuge System Improve-
ment Act of 1997 have guided the development of the Plan. These mandates include:

m  The focus of management on the Districts is to benefit wildlife conservation.

m  Wildlife-dependent recreation activities, (hunting, fishing, wildlife observation,
wildlife photography, environmental education and interpretation) are encour-
aged when they are compatible with wildlife conservation.

This CCP will benefit management of Wetland Management Districts by:

m Providing a clear statement of direction for future management of the Dis-
tricts.

m  Giving District neighbors, visitors and the general public an understanding of
the Service’s management actions on and around the Districts.

s Ensuring that the Districts’ management actions and programs are consistent
with the mandates of the National Wildlife Refuge System.

s Ensuring that District management is consistent with federal, state and
county plans.

m Establishing that wildlife-dependent recreation uses (compatible uses includ-
ing hunting, fishing, wildlife observation and photography, or environmental
education and interpretation) are the priority public uses within the Refuge
System.

m  Communicating that other uses have lower priority on the Refuge System
and are only allowed if they are compatible with the mission of the Refuge
System, and with the purposes of the individual refuge.

m  Providing a basis for the development of budget requests on the District’s
operation, maintenance, and capital improvement needs.

The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service

The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service as we know it today has evolved and changed with
the country’s use of natural resources and the growing respect for the environment.
Today the Service is the primary Federal agency responsible for conserving, protect-
ing, and enhancing fish and wildlife and their habitats for the continuing benefit of the
American people.

Specific responsibilities include enforcing Federal wildlife laws, managing migratory
bird populations, restoring nationally significant fisheries, administering the Endan-
gered Species Act, and restoring wildlife habitat such as wetlands. The Service also
manages the National Wildlife Refuge System.

Chapter 1/ Introduction and Background
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The National Wildlife Refuge System

The National Wildlife Refuge System is a significant focus of the Service. Founded in
1903 by President Theodore Roosevelt with the designation of Pelican Island as a
refuge for brown pelicans, the National Wildlife Refuge System is the world’s largest
collection of lands specifically managed for fish and wildlife. The

System is a diverse network of more than 500 national wildlife refuges

encompassing more than 92 million acres of public land and water.

Most of the land - 86 percent - is in Alaska, with approximately 15

million acres spread across the lower 48 states and several island

territories. Refuges provide habitat for more than 5,000 species of

birds, mammals, fish, and insects.

Like Pelican Island, many early national wildlife refuges were created for herons,
egrets, and other water birds. Others were set aside for large mammals like elk and
bison. By far the most refuges have been created to protect migratory waterfowl.
This is a result of the United States’ responsibilities under international treaties for
migratory bird conservation as well as other legislation, such as the Migratory Bird
Conservation Act of 1929. A map of the National Wildlife Refuge System shows
refuges dotting the four major flyways that waterfowl follow from their northern
nesting grounds to southern wintering areas.

National wildlife refuges also play a vital role in preserving endangered and threat-
ened species. Among the refuges that are well known for providing habitat for
endangered species are Aransas National Wildlife Refuge in Texas, the winter home
of the whooping crane; the Florida Panther Refuge, which protects one of the nation’s
most endangered mammals; and the Hawaiian Islands Refuge, home of the Laysan
duck, Hawaiian monk seal and many other unique species.

Refuges also provide unique opportunities for people. When it is compatible with
wildlife and habitat needs, refuges can be used for wildlife-dependent activities such
as hunting, fishing, hiking, wildlife observation, photography, environmental educa-
tion, and environmental interpretation. Many refuges have visitor centers, wildlife
trails, automobile tours, and environmental education programs. Nationwide, more
than 33 million people visited national wildlife refuges in 1999.

The National Wildlife Refuge System Improvement Act of 1997 established many
mandates aimed at making the management of national wildlife refuges more cohe-
sive. The preparation of Comprehensive Conservation Plans is one of those man-
dates. The legislation requires the Secretary of the Interior to ensure that the
mission of the National Wildlife Refuge System and purposes of the individual refuges
are carried out. It also requires the Secretary to maintain the biological integrity,
diversity, and environmental health of the refuge system.

Minnesota Wetland Management Districts Vision Statement

The Districts will emphasize waterfowl production and ensure the preservation of
habitat for migratory birds, threatened and endangered native species, and resident
wildlife. The Districts will provide opportunities for the public to hunt, fish, observe
and photograph wildlife, and increase public understanding and appreciation of the
Northern Tallgrass Prairie Ecosystem.

Big Stone Wetland Management District CCP
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Legal and Policy Guidance

Waterfowl Production Areas within the Big Stone Wetland Management District are
acquired under the establishing authority of the Migratory Bird Hunting Stamp Act
(Duck Stamp Act) as amended (16 U.S.C. 718-718h).

“The Secretary of the Interior is authorized to utilize funds made available under
subsection (b) of this section for the purposes of such subsection, and such other funds
as may be appropriated for the purposes of such subsection, or of this subsection, to
acquire, or defray the expense incident to the acquisition by gift, devise, lease, pur-
chase or exchange of, small wetland and pothole areas, interests therein, and rights of
way to provide access thereto. Such small areas, to be designated as “ Waterfowl
Production Areas” may be acquired without regard to the limitations and require-
ments of the Migratory Bird Conservation Act, but all the provisions of such Act
which govern the administration and protection of lands acquired thereunder, except
the inviolate sanctuary provisions of such Act, shall be applicable to areas acquired
pursuant to this subsection.”

In addition to the Big Stone Wetland Management District’s establishing authority
legislation and the National Wildlife Refuge System Improvement Act of 1997,
several Federal laws, executive orders, and regulations govern its administration. See
Appendix A for a list of the guiding laws and orders.

Existing Partnerships: The Ecosystem Approach

The Service initiated its KEcosystem Approach in March of 1994. The primary goal of
the Ecosystem Approach is conserving natural biological diversity and ecosystem
integrity while supporting a sustainable level of human use. Nationally, the Service
divided the country into 53 ecosystems based upon watersheds. Ecosystem teams,
which include project leaders within each of the ecosystem boundaries, are the
primary forum through which the Service implements the Ecosystem Approach.

The Service has set new standards for teamwork, creativity, flexibility, and communi-
cation between and among our operational units and with all partners within the
ecosystem. The Service participates in public and private partnerships at many
levels. Since many of the species under our care do not respect state and national
borders, we also have a role within the larger ecosystem of the Western Hemisphere
via such treaties as the Migratory Bird Treaty with our neighbors in Mexico and
Canada.

In Minnesota, Wetland Management Districts fall within three organized ecosystem
efforts, namely the Northern Tallgrass Prairie Habitat Protection Area, the Missis-
sippi Headwaters/Tallgrass Prairie Ecosystem, and the Prairie Pothole Joint Venture
of the North American Waterfowl Management Plan. The District programs are
consistent with the goals and objectives of these major projects as well as the plan
objectives for the Partners in Flight, and the U.S. Shorebird Conservation Plan.

Chapter 1/ Introduction and Background
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Migratory Bird Conservation Initiatives

Over the last decade, bird conservation planning has become increasingly exciting as
it has evolved from a largely local, site-based focus to a more regional,
landscape-oriented perspective. Significant challenges include locating areas of
high-quality habitat for the conservation of particular guilds and priority bird species,
making sure no species are inadvertently left out of the regional planning process,
avoiding unnecessary duplication of effort, and identifying unique landscape and
habitat elements of particular tracts targeted for protection, management and resto-
ration. Several migratory bird conservation initiatives have emerged to help guide the
planning and implementation process. Collectively, they com-
prise a tremendous resource as refuges engage in comprehen-
sive conservation planning and its translation into effective
on-the-ground management.

Signed in 1986, the North American Waterfowl Management
Plan (NAWMP) outlines a broad framework for waterfowl
management strategies and conservation efforts in the United
States, Canada, and Mexico. The goal of the NAWMP is to
restore waterfowl populations to historic levels. The NAWMP
is designed to reach its objectives through key joint venture
areas, species joint ventures, and state implementation plans
within these joint ventures.

The Districts are in the Upper Prairie Pothole Joint Venture.
One of 12 habitat-based joint ventures, this Joint Venture '
encompasses the states of Montana, North Dakota, South Dakota, portlons of Minne-
sota and Iowa, and three Canadian provinces. The goal of this Joint Venture is to
increase populations of waterfowl through habitat conservation projects that improve
natural diversity across the U.S. Prairie Pothole landscape.

The objectives of this Joint Venture are:

Objective 1: By the year 2001, conserve habitat capable of supporting 6.8 million
breeding ducks that achieve a recruitment rate of 0.6 under average
environmental conditions, with all managed areas achieving a recruit-
ment rate of 0.49 at a minimum.

Objective 2: Stabilize or increase populations of declining wetland/grassland-
associated wildlife species in the Prairie Pothole Region, with special
emphasis on non-waterfowl migratory birds.

Formed in 1990, Partners in Flight (PIF) is concerned with most landbirds and other
species requiring terrestrial habitats. Partners in Flight has developed Bird Conser-
vation Plans for numerous Physiographic Areas across the U. S. (see http://
www.partnersinflight.org). These plans include priority species lists, associated
habitats, and management strategies.

The U. S. Shorebird Conservation Plan and the North American Waterbird
Conservation Plan are plans that address the concerns for shorebird and waterbirds.
These larger scale plans identify priority species and conservation strategies.

Big Stone Wetland Management District CCP
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In a continental effort, the Partners in Flight, North American Waterfowl Manage-
ment, U. S. Shorebird Conservation, and the North American Waterbird Conserva-
tion plans are being integrated under the umbrella of the North American Bird
Conservation Initiative (NABCI). The goal of NABCI is to facilitate the delivery of
the full spectrum of bird conservation through regionally-based, biologically-driven,
landscape-oriented partnerships (see http:/www.dodpif.org/nabci/index.htm). The
NABCI strives to integrate the conservation objectives for all birds in order to
optimize the effectiveness of management strategies. NABCI uses Bird Conservation
Regions (BCRs) as its planning units. Bird Conservation Areas are becoming increas-
ingly common as the unit of choice for regional bird conservation efforts; The Districts
lie within Prairie Potholes (BCR 11) and the Boreal Hardwood Transition (BCR 23).

Each of the four bird conservation initiatives has a process for designating conserva-
tion priority species, modeled to a large extent on the PIF method of calculating
scores based on independent assessments of global relative abundance, breeding and
wintering distribution, vulnerability to threats, area importance (at a particular scale,
e.g. PA or BCR), and population trend. These scores are often used by agencies in
developing lists of bird species of concern; e.g., the U. S. Fish and Wildlife Service
based its assessments for its 2002 list of nongame Birds of Conservation Concern
primarily on the PIF, shorebird, and waterbird status assessment scores.

Region 3 Fish and Wildlife Resource Conservation Priorities

The Resource Conservation Priorities list is a subset of all species that occur in the
Region and was derived from an objective synthesis of information on their status.
The list includes all federally listed threatened and endangered species and proposed
and candidate species that occur in the Region; migratory bird species derived from
Service-wide and international conservation planning efforts; and rare and declining
terrestrial and aquatic plants and animals that represent an abbreviation of the
Endangered Species program’s preliminary draft “Species of Concern” list for the
Region.

Although many species are not included in the priority list, this does not mean that we
consider them unimportant.

The list includes species from the Service’s Mississippi Headwaters/Tallgrass Prairie
Ecosystem. The list can be accessed at http://midwest.fws.gov/pdf/priority.pdf.

Biological Needs Assessment

The National Wildlife Refuge System Biological Needs Assessment (U.S. Fish &
Wildlife Service, 1998) resulted from a self-analysis of biology within the System. The
Assessment addressed issues related to the biological aspect of Refuge management
and proposed six goals for their resolution along with actions and strategies for
achieving those goals.

The goals are:

Goal 1: Address inadequate and inconsistent biological program staffing.

Goal 2: Focus biological program activities through goals and objectives.

Goal 3: Integrate evaluation and oversight into the biological program.
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Goal 4: Increase the amount and accountability of funding for the biological program.
Goal 5: Provide for career and professional needs of biological program staff.
Goal 6: Meet information needs of the biological program.

The Biological Needs Assessment provides a benchmark in measuring progress
toward meeting the biological mandates of the National Wildlife Refuge System
Improvement Act of 1997.

Working With Partners

The Wetland Management Districts are composed of small parcels of land throughout
western Minnesota. The effectiveness of this habitat for wildlife is enhanced when
located near other protected areas. Land in programs such as The Nature Conser-
vancy, Minnesota Department of Natural Resources, and set-asides such as the
Conservation Reserve Program (CRP), and Reinvest in Minnesota (RIM) can add to
“effective habitat size.”

The Districts can not solve the problems posed by habitat fragmentation and contami-
nation on its own and will work to increase “effective habitat size” by combining
efforts with many partners, such as The Nature Conservancy, Ducks Unlimited,
Minnesota Department of Natural Resources, as well as in programs such as CRP
and RIM.

Big Stone Wetland Management District CCP
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Chapter 2: Planning Process, Issues and Goals

Description of Planning Process

The planning process for this Comprehensive Conservation Plan began October 1,
1997, when a Notice Of Intent to prepare a comprehensive management plan was
published in the Federal Register (Vol 62: 51482). Because the six Districts face
similar issues, Managers and planners decided to follow a shared CCP process that
would result in separate documents for each District. This chapter describes the
planning process that was employed.

Initially, members of the planning team identified a list of issues and concerns that
were likely to be associated with the management of the District. These preliminary
issues and concerns were based on the team members’ knowledge of the area, contacts
with citizens in the community, and ideas already expressed to the District staff.
District staff and Service planners then began asking District neighbors, organizations,
local government units, schools, and interested citizens to share their thoughts in a
series of open house events.

Open houses were conducted on the following schedule:

November 17,1997 — Detroit Lakes Wetland Management District, 7 attended
November 18, 1997 — Fergus Falls Wetland Management District, 9 attended
November 19, 1997 — Morris Wetland Management District, 9
attended

November 20, 1997 — Litchfield Wetland Management
District, 1 attended

November 25, 1997 — Windom Wetland Management District,
15 attended

February 4, 1998 — Regional Office, Twin Cities, 62 attended

People were also invited to send in written comments describ-
ing their support or concerns about the Districts. Fifty-one
written comments were received.

A survey of public use on the Wetland Management Districts was conducted through
contract with Dr. Dorothy Anderson, University of Minnesota. Forty individuals, all
regular users of the Wetland Management Districts, were invited to participated in
this survey. Participants had extensive experience with the Fish and Wildlife Service
managers ( i.e., they contacted WMD managers an average of almost 11 times/year)
and had good working relationships with managers. Almost all participants had visited
waterfowl production areas, and many were members of conservation organizations
(e.g. Ducks Unlimited, Pheasants Forever, and other organizations). Of the 40 people
interviewed, 37 were men, averaging 51 years of age and averaging 39 years living in
the area.

The participants were able to list benefits of the Wetland Management District
activities provide to rural communities and citizens. The following list of benefits is
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ordered from benefits frequently mentioned, to benefits not as frequently discussed but
still mentioned often.

Provides areas for hunting waterfowl and upland bird species,

Protects wetland areas for ecological reasons,

Retains water and helps with flood control,

Improves water quality

Improves communities economically through purchasing of hunting equip-
ment

Provides opportunities to introduce children to hunting, and

m  Adds to the overall quality of life for rural residents

Many participants believed that the Wetland Management District managers were
good at acquiring and managing land. They appreciated the habitat provided in the
Waterfowl Production Areas and the work that District managers do with farmers to
increase wildlife habitat by taking drained wetlands out of agricultural production.
Participants also praised the cooperative role managers have with local citizens and
conservation organizations.

In addition to public meetings and survey, the following focus group meetings were
conducted to develop the issues, goals, and objectives for the Plan. These meetings
included the District Managers and invited participants from the University of
Minnesota, The Nature Conservancy, and the U.S. Geological Survey, Northern
Prairie Wildlife Research Center.

The following focus groups meetings were held:

m  Fergus Falls, Minnesota March 2-4, 1999
m  Alexandria, Minnesota July 27-29, 1999
m  Twin Cities, Minnesota August 26, 1999

Concurrent with the focus group meetings, planning staff met with individual Dis-
tricts numerous times to review issues and discuss District management.

A wide range of issues, concerns, and opportunities were expressed during the plan-
ning process. Numerous discussions among Refuge and planning staff, focus groups,
and resource specialists brought to light several recurring themes. Issues fall into
broad categories of wildlife, habitat, and people. Dealing with these issues is at the
core of the development of goals and objectives for the management of the Minnesota
Wetland Management Districts.

Planning Issues

Wildlife and Habitat

1. Can we improve waterfowl productivity?

2. Strategic Acquisition: Can we buy the highest priority land in the most efficient
and cost-effective manner possible?

3. Managing Uplands: Can we improve prairie restoration by planting the right seeds
and using the right management tools?

Big Stone Wetland Management District CCP
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4. Managing and Restoring Wetlands: How do we manage wetlands to maintain or
increase productivity?

5. Can we improve biological inventories and monitoring on WPAs?

6. Can we stem the loss of migratory birds in the Northern Tallgrass Prairie Ecosys-
tem?

7. Can we manage District land to preserve, restore, and enhance threatened and
endangered species, rare and declining species, and address Regional priority
species?

8. Under what circumstances should we reintroduce rare native species to District
land?

9. How do we mitigate negative external influences such as contaminants on WPAs
and reduce its impact on long-term health and productivity of District land?

10. How do we balance management for Federal trust species with the needs of
resident species?

11. How do we reduce crop loss caused by Canada geese foraging on private land
adjacent to WPAs?

12: Invasive species, both exotic and native, are negatively impacting the natural
ecological balance of grasslands and wetlands on WPAs.

13. What is the Long Range Goal of the Partners for Fish and Wildlife Program
(Private Lands) on Wetland Management Districts?

Public Use

14. There are conflicting views concerning the costs and benefits of federally owned
land in a community. Who benefits? Who pays?

15. How do we provide adequate facilities and programs for the public to fully enjoy
wildlife-related recreation in a way that is compatible with our main mission?

Operations

16. Districts need sufficient staff in critical areas to fully meet resource challenges
and opportunities.

17. Districts need office, maintenance, and equipment storage facilities to carry out
their mission.

18. Vehicles and other necessary equipment need to be replaced on a regular basis
according to Service standards.

19. Funding is needed to develop and manage newly acquired WPA land and facilities.

20. Discretionary money is needed for managing newly acquired land. Historic
preservation responsibilities and other cultural resource concerns add cost and
delays.

21. Individual WPA development plans and record keeping need to be updated.

22. The Districts need to be consistent in their application of policy and resource
protection efforts.
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Comprehensive Conservation Plan Goals

The following Goals were identified through a variety of meetings to address the
issues raised during the planning process:

Wildlife and Habitat

Wildlife: Strive to preserve and maintain diversity and increase the abundance of
waterfowl and other key wildlife species in the Northern Tallgrass Prairie Ecosystem.
Preserve, restore, and enhance resident wildlife populations where compatible with
waterfowl and the preservation of other trust species. Seek sustainable solutions to
the impact of Canada geese on adjacent private croplands.

Habitat: Restore native prairie plant communities of the
Northern Tallgrass Prairie Ecosystem using local ecotypes
of seed and maintain the vigor of these stands through
various processes. Restore functioning wetland complexes
and maintain the eyclic productivity of wetlands. Continue
efforts for long-term solutions to the problem of invasive
species with increased emphasis on biological control to
minimize damage to aquatic and terrestrial communities.
Continue efforts to better define the role of each District in
assisting private landowners with wetland, upland, and
riparian restorations

Acquisition: Within current acquisition acreage goals, identify the highest priority
acres for acquisition taking into account block size and waterfowl productivity data.
These priority areas should drive acquisition efforts whenever possible. Service land
acquisition should have no negative impact on net revenues to local government.
Understand and communicate the economic effects of federal land ownership on local
communities

Monitoring: Collect baseline information on plants, fish, and wildlife and monitor
critical parameters and trends of key species and/or species groups on and around
District units. Promote the use of coordinated, standardized, cost effective, and
defensible methods for gathering and analyzing habitat and population data. Manage-
ment decisions will be based on the resulting data.

Endangered Species/Unique Communities: Preserve, enhance, and restore rare
native northern tallgrass prairie, flora, and fauna that are or may become endangered.
Where feasible in both ecological and social/economic terms, reintroduce native
species on WPAs in cooperation with the Minnesota DNR

People

Public Use/ Environmental Education: Provide opportunities for the public to use the
WPASs in a way that promotes understanding and appreciation of the Prairie Pothole
Region. Promote greater understanding and awareness of the Wetland Management
District’s programs, goals, and objectives. Advance stewardship and understanding of
the Prairie Pothole Region through environmental education.

Big Stone Wetland Management District CCP
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Operations

Preparation of WPA Development Plans: Complete Geographic Information System
(GIS) based WPA Development Plans for each unit in each District. Provide Districts
with GIS to assist with acquisition, restoration, management and protection of public
and private lands.

Provide necessary levels of maintenance, technician, and administrative support staff
to achieve other Wetland Management District goals: Provide all Districts with ad-
equate and safe office, maintenance, and equipment storage facilities. Acquire ad-
equate equipment and vehicles to achieve other District goals. Maintain District
equipment and vehicles at or above Service standards.

Ensure that annual capital development funds are large enough to meet necessary
development of new WPA land: Have adequate funds available each year to permit
completion of maintenance needs for each Wetland District’s current land base of
Waterfowl Production Areas.

Develop and apply consistent policies for habitat, public use, and resource protection
and ensure frequent coordination among Districts, both in Minnesota and in neighbor-
ing states with WPAs (North and South Dakota, Iowa, and Wisconsin).
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Chapter 3: The Environment

Geographic/Ecosystem Setting

Three landscapes come together in Minne-
sota: prairies, deciduous woods, and conifer-
ous forests of the north. This variation in
landscape is caused by changes in climate
and precipitation from north to south and is
reflected in the wide diversity of plants and
animals inhabiting the state (Wendt and
Coffin 1988; Hargrave 1993; Aaseng, et al.
1993). The Districts own land within all
three habitat types and all have changed
dramatically since settlement, none more
than the prairie landscape (Figure 3).

Prairie Grasslands

At one time, the western edge of Minnesota was continuous prairie and scattered
woodlands dotted with small wetlands, known as potholes. Snow melt and spring rains
were contained in these small wetlands and released slowly into surrounding streams.
The wetlands acted like a natural flood control system. All of this has changed since
settlement. Now, only 150,000 acres of native prairie remain out of an original 18
million (Noss, et al. 1995). In some areas, virtually all of the potholes have been
drained. Remnants of prairie and their associated wetlands are scattered and rare.
They form the last refuge for many species of prairie plants and wildlife.

Deciduous Woods

The deciduous forest of Minnesota extends from the northern aspen parkland to
maple basswood forests of the southeast. The term “deciduous” refers to trees that
lose their leaves in the fall. There are many forest communities within this landscape.
The northern aspen parkland is typical of a more Canadian landscape, with open
understory, wet meadows, aspen, willow, and alder thickets. The communities include
wild flowers like the northern gentian and prairie-fringed orchid, wildlife such as the
moose, Sandhill Crane, Sharp-tailed Grouse, Black-billed Magpie, and Yellow Rail.
Further south, the deciduous forest changes to one dominated by maple and basswood
and scattered oak savannahs. Birds of these hardwood forests include the Tufted
Titmouse, Scarlet Tanager, Eastern Screech Owl, Broad-winged Hawk, Barred Owl,
Red-eyed Vireo, and Wood Thrush to name just a few. Wild flowers in the spring are
a special feature of these woods including trillium, hepatica, blood root, trout lily,
Dutchman’s breeches, and spring beauty (Moyle and Moyle 1977; Henderson and
Lambrecht 1997).

Big Stone Wetland Management District CCP
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Figure 3: Minnesota Wetland Management Districts Ecosystems
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Coniferous Forest

The coniferous forests dominate the northeastern portion of Minnesota. They are
characterized by red and white pines, balsam-fir, spruce, and white cedar mixed with
other deciduous species. While the coniferous forests dominate Minnesota land-
scapes, the Districts own very little in this landscape because it is not particularly
productive for waterfowl.

Climate

The climate of Minnesota is seasonal and highly variable. Average annual precipita-
tion ranges from 20 inches in the northern aspen parklands to 32 inches in the south-
western prairie coteau. Within the eastern Great Plains, precipitation falls during two
peak periods, one in early summer and a less pronounced peak in September. Average
maximum annual temperature ranges from 50 degrees Fahrenheit in the northern
aspen parklands to 58 degrees Fahrenheit in the prairie coteau. Average minimum
annual temperature ranges from 23 degrees F in the aspen parklands to 36 degrees F
in the prairie coteau. The growing season ranges from 125 days in the aspen
parklands to 180 days in the prairie coteau (Hargrave 1993; Ostlie et al. 1996).

Hydrology

Conversion of the prairie to agriculture and the
general development of the area over the past 130
years has greatly changed the region’s hydrology.

The Districts contain five major watersheds: the
Red, the Upper Mississippi, the Minnesota, the
Missouri, the Cedar and Des Moines Rivers (Figure
4). Of these, the Red, Minnesota, and Des Moines are
clearly the most important hydrologically and cultur-
ally in terms of water flow, impacts to land use, and
associated water resources. The Minnesota River is considered the state’s most
polluted river. The Red River watershed has been degraded by dam construction,
agricultural practices, channelization, and loss of riparian vegetation.

The Red River is the only major American river that drains northward into Hudson
Bay. Total drainage area in the U.S. is 39,200 square miles, of which 17,806 are in
Minnesota. Due to regional patterns in precipitation, evapotranspiration, soils, and
topography, the Red receives most of its flow from its eastern tributaries. Ten of
these tributaries traverse the Districts.

Many rivers in the Districts have been channelized in the downstream reaches to
improve agricultural drainage. Most of the small wetlands that once held spring melts
have been drained for agriculture through ditches or subsurface tile systems. Asa
result of this facilitated drainage, damaging summer floods are becoming more
common.

River hydrology has been further altered through the construction of approximately
270 flood control structures within the Minnesota basin of the Red River. Despite
these flood control projects, the Red remains a flood-prone system due to heavy
spring snow melt, the flatness of the area, and snow/ice melting in the upstream area
of the basin before that in the downstream areas.
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Figure 4 Minnesota Wetland Management Districts Hydrology and Key Rivers
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The Roseau, Red Lake, Wild Rice, and Buffalo rivers account for three-fourths of the
flood damage on the Minnesota tributaries.

The Minnesota River drains an area of 15,500 square miles within the District area.
The Minnesota River begins in Browns Valley, where it is separated from the water-
shed of the Red River (Lake Traverse) by the Big Stone Moraine. As it flows toward
its meeting with the Mississippi, the Minnesota River is impeded by four flood control
reservoirs located at Big Stone, Big Stone/Whetstone, Marsh Lake, and Lac Qui
Parle. Two smaller dams near Granite Falls slow the flow, but do not impound any
water within the floodplain. One small hydroelectric dam operates near Mankato on
the Blue Earth River. Flooding along the Minnesota is common within the floodplain,
but does not have the same cultural or ecological impacts as on the Red River because
the steep slopes of the Minnesota contain the river.

Southwestern Minnesota differs dramatically from the flat topography to the north
and east. The Coteau des Prairies region grades from gently undulating to steeply
rolling and hilly. These glacial moraines and ridges are well drained and have few
depressions. This area flows mostly southwest into the Missouri River. The outer
edges of the Coteau are less well drained and contain numerous wetlands and lakes.
The Big and Little Sioux rivers are the two largest rivers in this area. Both flow to
the southwest and into Iowa.

Geology

The area has a varied geological history but throughout the region, the departure of
the last glacier, The Wisconsin, is still evident upon the land. The retreating glacier
left behind gently rolling hills of gravel deposits with many scattered potholes,
remnants left by melting glacial ice. In relative geologic time, the rivers that drain
this land are new and inefficient (Ojakangas and Matsch 1982).

The southwest corner of Minnesota escaped the Wisconsin glaciation and features
more bedrock exposures because that area escaped a blanket of glacial till or drift.
Big Stone District is named after some of the rocky features of the bedrock exposure.
Rivers and streams in this area are better developed, resulting in more efficient
drainage systems.

Thousands of natural basins were left in the wake of thawing ice. Glacial lakes, the
largest of these being Lake Agassiz, left behind a series of beaches and as they
overflowed, they cut huge river channels. Lake Agassiz created a moraine at Browns
Valley that spilled over to become the glacial River Warren, later to become the
Minnesota River. The water volume of the Minnesota is a fraction of the River
Warren, which flowed through its broad river valley with high stream terraces,
dwarfing today’s river. The Minnesota has eroded deeply into the glacial sediment
and has exposed some of the world’s oldest rocks along its narrow valley.

Wind-blown loess was also a major influence in the soils of Minnesota, especially in
southwest Minnesota. The disintegration of the Wisconsin Glacier left a distinctive,
fine-textured till containing a high volume of Paleozoic limestone and Cretaceous
shale fragments. Combined with the loess swept by surface winds, it is the parent
material for most of today’s prairie soils of western and southern Minnesota.
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District Resources
Wildlife

Waterfow!

The prairie pothole region has historically been recognized as the most important
waterfowl production area in North America. Surveys have shown that although this
area represents only 10 percent of the breeding habitat, it averages 50 to 75 percent
of the duck recruitment each year in North America.

Waterfowl species that use the prairie wetlands of Minnesota include: Redhead,
Northern Shoveler, Blue-winged Teal, Mallard, Gadwall, Wood Duck, Canvasback, and
Canada Goose. Other waterfowl use the prairie wetlands to a lesser degree: Pintail,
Lesser Scaup, and Ring-necked Duck. These species rely on grains for food most of
the year but during the spring and summer,
they shift to aquatic plants and insects. They
depend on the wetlands for food during the
breeding season.

The Habitat and Population Evaluation Team
(HAPET) Office census waterfowl popula-
tions within the Wetland Management
Districts of western Minnesota. Summary
statistics generated by HAPET provide a
necessary overview of waterfowl production
and land use in the Districts. Their results
show the variability between districts in
breeding pair density. The average duck pair
density ranges from 23.5 in the Fergus Falls
WMD to 3.7 in the Windom WMD (Figure 5).

Rich soils and prairie wetlands make the region ideal for waterfowl, but also highly
productive for agriculture. The corn and soybean belt overlaps extensively with the
southern prairie pothole region. Massive conversion of wetlands and prairie to
agricultural fields has dramatically altered the landscape, the hydrology, and the
region’s carrying capacity for waterfowl.

Some waterfowl species are more susceptible than others to the transformation of
prairie into agriculture. Mallards and Blue-winged Teal have been fairly successful in
agricultural landscapes such as western Minnesota. Northern Pintails, on the other
hand, have declined more dramatically than any other waterfowl species in North
America (Ducks Unlimited 1990). At the turn of the century, Pintails were probably
as common in the prairies as Mallards (Roberts 1932). Pintails favor ephemeral
ponds, which were the first and easiest to drain. They often nest far from water and
ducklings have to move overland to get to ponds shortly after they hatch. In the
current landscape, newly hatched ducklings cross plowed agricultural fields in the
spring and they are vulnerable to predation. Like Pintails, Gadwalls were once very
common in this region. In 1879, Gadwalls were reported to be as abundant as mal-
lards if not more so (Roberts 1932, in Galatowitsch and van der Valk 1994). Now,
Gadwalls comprise less than 1 percent of the breeding population in western Minne-
sota (Green and Janssen 1975). Roberts (1930) reported, the gadwall “...suffered most
severely from the settling of the country, probably as much from breaking-up of the
prairie, where it commonly nested, as from the hunters.” (Galatowitsch and van der
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Figure 5: Estimated Average Duck Pair Density, 1987-1999
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Valk, 1994). At the turn of the century, Canvasback and Redheads were common on
the largest lakes and marshes. Initially, over-hunting depleted cCanvasback popula-
tions but the decline of wetland habitat, especially the wild celery beds, made it
difficult for them to recover (Galatowitsch and van der Valk 1994). Another diving
duck, the Scaup, was also common but is now primarily a migrant through the region.

Research has shown that ducks nesting in large blocks of grassland habitat (1,000 to
10,000 acres) reproduce more successfully than ducks nesting in smaller blocks (200 to
500 acres) (Burger et al. 1994; Ball et al. 1995). Ron Reynolds of the HAPET Office
in North Dakota found waterfowl production increased on WPAs near large blocks of
CRP land (personal communication). His results show the importance of working
with partners to increase effective habitat block size and offset habitat fragmentation.

A major factor depressing duck numbers is low nest success due to nest destruction
by predators on small units of habitat. Predators are quick to find these remnant
areas and concentrate their hunting activities on the vulnerable ground nests of
waterfowl. In some habitats, predators such as red fox, raccoon, mink, and skunk are
able to take virtually every duck nest and many of the attendant hens.

Although agriculture has been an important feature in this area for over 100 years, it
has been particularly intensive during the last several decades. Conversion from
small, diverse family farms to large agricultural operations specializing in monocul-
tures of small grain and row crops has eliminated habitat on private lands such as
pasture, hayland, and wetlands. Grassland birds are forced to nest in ever-dwindling
fragments of remaining cover. Often the only nesting sites available are small isolated
areas such as roadside ditches, abandoned farmsteads, rock piles, or isolated patches
of habitat such as our Waterfowl Production Areas (WPAs).

The average block size for Waterfowl Production Areas in western Minnesota is only
210 acres. In part, the small size of most acquisitions is due to the nature of the Small
Wetlands Acquisition Program (SWAP). The original SWAP approach was simple —
purchase only a minimum of acres in fee-title and surround them with permanent
easements.

In truth, it is difficult to purchase large tracts of land in prime agricultural areas.
What research identifies as an optimal size for wildlife is not always possible given the
competing needs for the land. Local county land boards often will not support taking
large blocks of land out of agricultural production and off the tax role. Areas that are
important for waterfowl may not be available or for sale. To purchase land strategi-
cally, managers are faced with the difficult task of finding willing sellers in the most
productive areas for waterfowl.

The landscape level monitoring by the HAPET Office, shows that waterfowl success
varies depending on location within the state. There is even great variance between
WPASs within a single District. The HAPET Office has produced a map for each
district that ranks locations for waterfowl production. The maps are known as
“thunderstorm maps” because they resemble doppler radar weather maps (Figure 6).

Existing GIS mapping data can be used to evaluate land acquisitions. Available
information can be compiled to pick land parcels that have high potential for water-
fowl and that are located near other conservation lands, such as state, county, or CRP
set-aside land to increase the “effective size” of each unit. This approach can aid in
setting priorities of acquisition. Ideally, managers could use these maps to identify
“hot spots” within their district for purchase as WPAs.
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Figure 6: Predicted Settling Density of Dabbling Duck Pairs
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Photo Copyright by Jan Eldridge

The Districts are trying to combat the unnatural impact of predators in small pieces of
habitat by removing abandoned buildings and brush. Abandoned farmsteads are
prime denning sites for major nest predators such as skunks (Lariviere and Messier
1998a, 1998b; Lariviere et al.1999). In addition, the Districts place nesting platforms
in many wetlands, and predator control is practiced on a limited scale in conjunction
with electrie fence exclosures on 350 acres in Fergus Falls and 10 acres in the Morris
Wetland Management Districts.

Another threat to waterfowl reproduction is the increasing application of agricultural
chemicals such as fertilizers, insecticides, and herbicides on cropland adjacent to
WPASs. Research has identified agricultural chemicals as important factors in decreas-
ing bird populations directly as well as affecting their food resources in wetlands (see
Chapter 3, External Threats).

Not all species of waterfowl are in decline. In recent years, the population of Giant
Canada Geese has exploded across many of the Districts. Many WPAs contain the
large wetlands favored by geese. These wetlands are often adjacent to private
agricultural land. Canada Geese are upland
grazers and, like most wildlife, will take advan-
tage of the bounty planted nearby, whether it be
succulent sprouts of soybeans, corn, or the grass
of lawns and golf courses. On certain areas,
geese can cause considerable financial hardship
for farmers by wiping out relatively large areas
of crops.

Although the more common species of ducks and
geese in Minnesota have increased over the last
decade, many are still below the goals of the
North American Plan.

Migratory Birds

Minnesota Wetland Management Districts contain habitat important to bird species
other than waterfowl, including songbirds, marsh and wading birds, shorebirds,
raptors, and upland game birds. Approximately 243 species of birds regularly use the
Districts at some time during the year, with 152 nesting species (Appendix B).

The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service and the Minnesota Department of Natural Re-
sources, Partners in Flight, an international bird conservation initiative, and others
have evaluated the status of migratory birds, identifying “species of concern” at the
state, regional, and national levels. Partners in Flight have developed a bird conser-
vation plan that focuses on declining grassland and wetland birds in the Northern
Tallgrass Prairie Bird Conservation Region. This plan provides information on the
habitat needs of these species and proposes a model of landscape-level habitat conser-
vation for grassland birds (Fitzgerald et al. 1998). In the Districts, 48 birds identified
as “species of concern” are rare, declining, or dependent on vulnerable habitats,
including 43 that breed there. This list does not include hunted waterfowl or feder-
ally-listed threatened or endangered species, which are dealt with in another section
of this document (Appendix B).

About 44 percent of the species of concern depend on some type of grassland habitat.
Important habitats in the District include native and restored prairies, seeded grass-
lands (cool- or warm-season grasses), light- to moderately-grazed pastures, Conserva-
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tion Reserve Program lands (CRP), sedge meadows, old fields, and hayfields (if not
mowed before July 15). In North America, grassland birds have exhibited steeper
declines than any other avian group. Their decline has a number of causes: loss of
breeding and wintering habitat from agriculture, urbanization, habitat degradation
from fire suppression, inappropriate grazing regimes, woody plantings, pesticides, and
nest predation and cowbird parasitism.

Within the category of “grassland birds,” individual species show a variety of habitat
preferences based on vegetation height, cover density, grass/forb ratio, soil moisture,
litter depth, degree of woody vegetation, and plant species composition. It is impor-
tant to maintain a mosaic of grassland habitats to meet the varying needs of grassland
birds.

Some of the species of concern found in the Districts are area-sensitive, which means
they require large, contiguous blocks of habitat to reproduce successfully. Area-
sensitive species include the Greater Prairie-chicken, Northern Harrier, Upland
Sandpiper, Bobolink, Henslow’s Sparrow, and Savannah Sparrow.

Vertebrate and Invertebrate Species of Concern

“Species of concern” refers to those species for which the Service has incomplete and
inconclusive information, but which might be declining in range, numbers, or security.
Service and state agency biologists and other experts confer on and use natural
heritage data bases and other published and unpublished information to follow the
welfare of these species. They have no protection under the Endangered Species Act
(Act) and are not candidates for listing.

Species of concern are a diverse group of animals united by two factors: (1) the
Service is watching them, and (2) they occur within the general area and thus could
appear in or near tracts within the Districts. Some of these animals occur only in
prairie habitats. Some of the arthropods can live only in good tallgrass prairie habitat
and thus are good indicators of high quality prairies. It is not possible to predict
which, if any, of the species may occur on tracts within the Districts, nor predict how
their occurrence would be a factor in decisions regarding individual tracts. They are
necessary components of a healthy, functioning tallgrass prairie ecosystem and are
indicators of prairie tract quality.

Region 3 of the U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service has developed a Resource Conservation
Priorities (RCP) document that includes all species of concern within the Region (U.S.
Fish and Wildlife Service 2002). The Minnesota Department of Natural Resources
maintains an official state list of animals being watched for changes in abundance and
distribution, and of animals that are endangered or threatened and protected by state
law. The Service will consider species listed by the State of Minnesota along with
Service species of concern in evaluating prairie sites and developing site protection
measures.

Reptiles, Amphibians, and Insects, Vertebrates and Invertebrates

Reptiles, amphibians, and insects may have limited popular appeal, but each species
plays an important role in the prairie ecosystem. The degree of interconnectedness in
the tallgrass prairie ecosystem is high. Landmark species such as the eagle, badger
and coyote find their food sources in these groups. Prairie plant diversity depends
upon pollination and seed dispersal, as well as soil aeration by the great variety of
insects. Grasshoppers (family Orthoptera) are major herbivores in the prairie ecosys-
tem, and many native prairie flowers rely on bees, butterflies, and others for pollina-
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tion. Numerous prairie birds, amphibians, reptiles, and small mammals feed exclu-
sively or partly on insects. The web of successes and failures within tallgrass prairie
communities is anchored to every point of diversity within the system, and the
protection of this entire spectrum is necessary for the persistence of its varied parts.

Listed Endangered and Threatened Vertebrates and Invertebrates
This section describes animals that are Federally listed under the Endangered
Species Act of 1973, as amended, and are listed as either endangered or threatened.

Threatened Mammals

Gray wolf, Canis lupus: Experts estimate approximately 2,000 gray wolves pres-
ently occur in Minnesota. Wolf numbers and range appear to be increasing in Minne-
sota. Wolves are no longer exclusive residents of Minnesota’s forested wilderness
areas, and adult wolves from Minnesota have dispersed through central and western
Minnesota to North and South Dakota. The Service recognizes the improving range
and security of the species and has reclassified the wolf as a threatened species.

Threatened/Endangered Birds

Bald Eagle, Haliaeetus leucocephalus: Bald Eagles have increased in abundance
and distribution across the United States, including Minnesota, and have been reclas-
sified from endangered to threatened. In the 1990s nesting territories increased in
Minnesota every year from 437 in 1990 to 618 in 1995. Increasing numbers of migrat-
ing and wintering eagles also occur across Minnesota where they find sheltered night
roosts and feed on waterfowl, smaller wild mammals, and fish in open water areas.
Bald Eagles became endangered because of habitat loss, but especially because of
DDT use following World War II. Today, the DDT threat is largely gone. Now the
challenge is to prevent contamination and loss of sites that eagles depend on for
nesting, feeding, migration, and wintering.

Piping Plover, Chadarius melodus: Piping Plovers are tenuously present in Minne-
sota. They nest in Lake of the Woods, east of the Districts. Piping Plovers nest in
coastal areas, but they are also prairie birds, nesting across the Great Plains of the
United States and Canada, but in perilously low numbers. The Great Plains population
is listed as threatened. The loss of prairie wetland areas contributes to their decline.
Like many shorebirds, Piping Plovers feed on immature and adult insects and other
invertebrates at the water’s edge. They winter primarily along beaches, sandflats, and
algal flats on the Gulf of Mexico.

Least Tern (eastern population), Sterna antillarum: Listed as endangered, the
Least Tern nests along large rivers of the Colorado, Red, Mississippi, and Missouri
River systems. This species is a potential nester in the Missouri River area. It nests
on sand and gravel bars and protected beach areas of large rivers and winters in
coastal Central and South America. The species is endangered because human
disturbance and alteration of river systems has rendered much of its nesting habitat
unusable. Pesticides may reduce food available to the tern by reducing the numbers
of small fish in their feeding areas.

Reintroductions

The public has an interest in seeing presettlement native wildlife species returned to

the landscape. Examples include Greater Prairie Chickens, Trumpeter Swans, bison,
and wolves. Giant Canada Geese, once thought extinet, have returned to the prairies
of Minnesota in numbers as a result of captive breeding and reintroduction programs.
However, at times restoration efforts, and the ensuing adaptability of the species like
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the Canada Goose, can create its own set of management problems (see next issue).
Due to the relatively small size of WPAs and the concerns for impacts off of WPAsS,
reintroductions of species like bison and wolves are not practical. However, Trum-
peter Swan reintroductions have been successful and well-received by the public,
while Prairie Chicken reintroduction is showing some sign of success depending on the
area. There is also the potential for reintroducing species of prairie plants and native
small mammals, reptiles, and amphibians and even insects like the Dakota Skipper
butterfly on certain units.

Management of Resident Species

Federal trust species are generally those that cross state and international bound-
aries or are afforded national protection through various laws and treaties, such as the
Migratory Bird Treaty Act and the Endangered Species Act. The well-being of
waterfowl populations is a classic Federal trust responsibility and the main purpose
for the creation of the Small Wetland Acquisition Program in the 1960s. This does not
mean that resident species such as white-tailed deer and pheasants found on WPAs
should not receive management attention. Rather it is the degree of management
focus, based on the knowledge that management for trust resources like waterfowl
will usually benefit the myriad of resident wildlife that share the prairie-wetland
landscape.

Local and regional residents, however, may often favor the management for those
species like white-tailed deer and pheasant that provide consumptive recreation
opportunities. Thus, managers are often faced with requests for food plots, tree and
shrub plantings, or direct stockings of game species that may have a negative effect
on the primary purpose of waterfowl production and the broader goals of restoring
native plant communities. The key is to seek the proper balance between practices
focused on trust species and those that can accommodate the public’s desire for
resident wildlife management.

Habitat

Wetlands and Riparian Habitat

Prairie wetlands and prairie streams are an
important part of the prairie ecosystem.
Minnesota is naturally rich in wetland and
riverine habitats (Appendix D). Western
Minnesota is part of the prairie pothole
region, characterized by numerous, shallow
wetlands known as potholes. These wetlands
provide essential fish and wildlife habitat,
permit ground water recharge, and act as
filters of sediment and pollutants. They reduce floods by storing water and delaying
runoff. The region once included about 20 million acres of these small wetlands. They
were unconnected and poorly drained and in the spring they retained water, acting
like a great landscape sponge. Over the course of the season, water drained slowly.

Settlers found the shallow wetlands difficult to farm. In addition, the wetlands kept
the water table high so much of the land was saturated in a wet year. When the land
was converted to farms, the new owners built drainage ditches, straightened streams
and drained shallow wetlands off their land. Today, only about 5.3 million acres
remain in 2.7 million basins within five states. Now, in the spring, water rushes off
the land and floods the streams and rivers. Drainage has been so extensive that in
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many areas the water table has been lowered and the hydrology of the entire region
has been transformed.

More than 78 percent of the remaining wetland basins are smaller than 1 acre in size.
Nearly two out of three of the remaining wetlands in Minnesota are privately owned,;
consequently, they are vulnerable to continued drainage, development, and pollution.

The Wetland Management Districts have focused on saving and restoring the small
wetlands of Western Minnesota. They have been remarkably successful in saving a
variety of wetland types. Wetland diversity is important because wetlands change
continuously; a single wetland can not be maximally productive all the time. Water-
fowl use specific types of wetlands at different times during the breeding season.
Laying hens may forage in ephemeral, temporary, and seasonal wetlands early in the
season and shift to semipermanent and permanent wetlands after the brood is
hatched. Marsh birds need a variety of wetlands in close proximity so they can shift
from one wetland to another as the wetlands cycle through different phases. It is
very important that natural wetland complexes be preserved. Wetland complexes
include a variety of basins, some shallow and some deep, in close proximity. Diverse
wetland complexes are rare today because most shallow ephemeral, temporary, and
seasonal basins have been drained.

Saving single, isolated wetlands is much less valuable than saving several wetlands in
a wetland complex. The Wetland Management Districts focus on acquiring wetland
complexes with a variety of wetland types.

The fluctuating water levels in the shallow wetlands are natural to the dynamic
pattern of precipitation in the prairie. The changing water level results in circular
bands of vegetation around each basin because different plant species have different
tolerances for saturated soils. The depth of the basin also affects the kind of vegeta-
tion that grows. The drying pattern is one of the features used to classify wetland
basins (Cowardin et al.). Deeper basins have perennial emergent vegetation such as
cattail and dry every 5 to 10 years. Wetlands that dry every other year or on a
several year cycle are called semi-permanent or permanent wetlands. Basins that dry
every year are temporary and seasonal wetlands. Some very shallow basins dry early
in the spring after the frost leaves the ground and as a result are called ephemeral
wetlands.

Freshwater wetlands like those in the prairie pothole region are among the most
productive in the world (Weller 1982). The dynamic water cycle creates a rich
environment for many waterfowl and other marsh birds. Cycling water accelerates
decomposition of marsh vegetation, resulting in a natural fertilizer. When the basins
recharge in the spring, the water becomes a soup of nutrients and supports a diverse
and healthy population of aquatic invertebrates, which feed reproducing waterfowl
and marsh birds throughout the spring and summer. In the larger basins, the vegeta-
tion changes from densely closed cattail or bullrush cover to completely open over a
period of years (Figure 7). In the process of transition, the cover vegetation moves
through a phase, known as hemi-marsh, when clumps of emergent vegetation are
interspersed with open water (Weller 1982). In this phase, the structure of the
vegetation itself creates habitat and stimulates the production of aquatic inverte-
brates. The marsh, in this phase, hosts the maximum number of marsh birds. Unfor-
tunately, the phase is only temporary and most wetlands cycle out of it in 1 to 3 years.

The prairie potholes are too shallow to be fish habitat but they have been used in the
past as hatcheries for minnows and walleye fingerlings. Leeches are also harvested
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Figure 7: Marsh Vegetation Cycles
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from these shallow ponds. Unfortunately, many of these artificially introduced native
species consume the same aquatic invertebrates as waterfowl. Fathead minnows
occur naturally in some wetlands in the region and have a significant negative effect
on the invertebrate populations of the wetlands (Hanson and Zimmer 1999).

Wetland restoration and management are high priorities in the Districts. In many
areas, the entire hydrology of the area has been altered and restoration is not always
a straightforward matter of plugging drains and filling in ditches (Galatowitsch and
van der Valk 1994). Restored wetlands employ water control structures for water
level management to mitigate the disruptive impact of wide scale drainage that has
altered natural water cycles. Many wetlands on WPAs are flooded because surround-
ing wetlands on private land have been drained and the excess water moves into the
WPA. Water control structures are often necessary, but these structures require
funding to install and staff to maintain. Neither are in adequate supply to do what is
needed.

Partners for Fish and Wildlife Program

Wetland Districts in Minnesota have led the nation in the sheer number of wetlands
restored through the cooperation of private landowners in the Partners for Fish and
Wildlife Program (Private Lands). The program assists private landowners with the
improvement or restoration of wildlife habitat on their land. Technical assistance,
contracting, cost-sharing assistance, and actual earth work is provided to private
landowners throughout the Districts. Since the program’s inception in 1987, 12,000
wetlands totaling more than 40,000 acres have been restored. However, some Dis-
tricts are now finding it more difficult to find landowners willing to restore wetlands.
More staff effort is required with longer trips and greater expense to seek out land-
owners willing to restore wetlands. Managers have also begun to explore assisting
landowners with efforts to restore native prairie and riparian areas.

Districts have also restored more than 10,000 acres of native grasslands on private
property through the Partners for Fish and Wildlife Program during the same period.
In the past 2 years, new funding sources within the Partners for Fish and Wildlife
Program have placed added emphasis on riparian and instream habitat restoration,
and this has the potential to create additional opportunities for the Districts to
accomplish habitat restoration on private lands.
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U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) programs have created many new opportu-
nities for Districts to assist in the restoration of a variety of trust resource habitats on
private lands. The USDA’s Conservation Reserve Program (CRP) has placed an
emphasis on wetland and native prairie restoration as a condition of enrollment, and
many new participants are making their lands available for wildlife habitat restora-
tion. This presents an important role for the Districts to lend their restoration experi-
ence and expertise to make these CRP restorations as high-quality as possible. The
USDA’s Wetlands Reserve Program (WRP) likewise presents opportunities for
Districts to accomplish migratory bird objectives on private lands utilizing other
agency programs and dollars by making experience and expertise available to imple-
ment habitat restoration projects.

The Districts’ perpetual easement program, which encompasses both wetland and
conservation easements (both wetlands and uplands on a property), has greatly
benefited from the success of the Partners for Fish and Wildlife Program over the
past 10 years. Many of the private landowners who have restored wetlands on their
lands through the Partners Program have since come back to the District seeking
establishment of a permanent easement on their property to offer protection to their
project in future years. In some Districts it is fair to say that the vast majority of new
easements recorded in the past few years first started as Partners projects. This
continues to meet the needs of landowners who wish to improve their land for wildlife,
for themselves and for future generations.

By providing habitat restoration funds to complete restoration projects initiated by
the Districts as well as technical assistance funds to provide restoration experience
and expertise to other agencies’ programs, the Partners for Fish and Wildlife Pro-
gram puts the Wetland Management Districts in a wonderful position to accomplish a
multitude of, and a variety of, trust species habitat restoration projects over the next
10 years.

Prairie Restoration

Prairie landscapes are much more diverse than they seem at first glance. They
contain hundreds of species of plants, invertebrates, and wildlife. Some prairies
contain as many as 200 plant species. The landscape is dominated by a relatively small
number of widespread, sod-forming bunch grasses such as big bluestem, northern
dropseed, and porcupine needlegrass, but flowering plants constitute the greatest
number of species (80 percent in some areas). Most abundant members are from the
pea and sunflower families such as wild indigos, prairie clovers and scurf peas (pea
family); and asters, gay-feathers, goldenrods, coneflowers, and sunflowers (aster
family) (Henderson and Lambrecht, 1997).

Over the past decade, virtually all plantings of upland cover on Waterfowl Production
Areas have been with native grasses. In recent years, a more diverse mixture of
native forbs and warm and cool season native grasses have been used. Plants within a
single species vary with latitude (called ecotypes) and an effort is being made to plant
local ecotypes in restorations. Harvesting techniques of existing tallgrass prairie and
refinement of the cleaning and seeding process has made seed gathering easier.
However, many native prairie forbs remain in short supply and are extremely costly
for large areas.

Prescribed fire remains a critical tool for maintaining the diversity and vigor of
existing and restored prairie plants. Prescribed burns can only be done during a small
window of time in the spring, so the number of acres that can be burned each spring is
limited. As aresult, most WPAs can not be burned on a rotation frequent enough to
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suppress invading shrubs and trees. Some of the Districts use haying and grazing as
additional means of maintaining grassland integrity.

The Districts also manage grasslands through the selective application of herbicides
during restoration. In 1990, 15,825 pounds of active ingredients representing 20
herbicides were applied to 15,533 acres of Service-managed lands in Minnesota
(USFWS 1990). The most heavily and most frequently used chemical was 2,4-D. In
1987, approximately $100,000 was spent on noxious weed control on approximately
16,000 acres of District lands (USFWS 1992). Because of concern that chemical use
could impact water quality (See Issue 9), the Twin Cites Ecological Services Field
Office conducted a 2-year study beginning in 1992 to determine the impact of the
herbicide application on wetlands in the Districts. Results indicated that concentra-
tions of 2,4-D were consistently low and at concentrations that have not been shown
to have an adverse affect on aquatic life (Ensor and Smith 1994).

Rare Communities

Waterfowl Production Areas provide one of the last bastions of grassland and wetland
habitat in the prairie area of Minnesota. These areas provide some of the last remain-
ing habitat for threatened, endangered, rare or unique wildlife and plants. Examples
include the threatened western prairie fringed orchid and prairie bush clover, and
numerous species of grassland and wetland-dependent species that are declining in
numbers. There is a need to have better baseline information on what species are
present on each WPA, and to monitor the effects of wetland and prairie restoration
efforts on these species of special concern.

Minnesota County Biological Survey (Survey) conducted systematic surveys of rare
biological features from 1987-1995. The goal of the Survey was to identify significant
natural areas and to collect and interpret data on the distribution and ecology of rare
plants, rare animals, and natural communities. The Nature Conservancy, through a
cooperative agreement with the Service, consolidated these data and the data of the
Natural Heritage Information Systems of the Minnesota Natural Heritage, and
Nongame Research Program. From this data, the existing protected areas within
Minnesota were mapped and community types were identified.

Within the northern tallgrass prairie ecoregion (Iowa, Manitoba, Minnesota, North
Dakota, and South Dakota), 97 terrestrial natural communities have been docu-
mented.

Rare communities most at risk are the mesic, wet, and dry prairie types. Three
grassland communities (mesic tallgrass prairie, sedge meadow, and lake plain wet
prairie) are critically endangered in the United States (Noss et al., 1995). The
tallgrass prairie ecosystem includes the following community types:

Dry Prairie Mixed Emergent Marsh
Mesic Prairie Shrub Swamp

Wet Prairie Aspen Woodland

Mesic Brush Prairie Aspen Openings

Wet Brush Prairie Dry Oak Savanna
Calcareous Seepage Fen Mesic Oak Savanna

Rich Fen Oak Woodland/Brushland

Some community types are broken down into subtypes, for example: Sand-Gravel
Subtype of the Dry Prairie Type. Others include hill and barrens (dry prairie type),
saline (wet prairie type), and prairie (calcareous seepage fen type). The prairie type
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of Calcareous Seepage Fen is one of the most valued of the rare plant communities in
the Districts. These fens typically are surrounded by wet-mesic prairie species. The
seepage area itself commonly contains patches of emergent aquatic species such as
cattail, hard-stemmed bulrush, and common reed. Such areas occur throughout the
Districts but are more common in the Lake Agassiz Beach Ridges.

Prairie community types are diverse, some are rarer than others; but with less than 1
percent of all northern tallgrass prairie remaining, special consideration is warranted
for all types and subtypes. It can be argued that all intact prairie plant communities
are rare. Tallgrass prairies have the highest percentage (65 percent) of rare commu-
nity types of any group. The importance and uniqueness of individual tracts become
apparent when ecotype variation is considered. For instance, warm season grasses
generally vary one day in flowering time with each 9-14 miles in a north-south gradi-
ent. No doubt many more subtle ecotype variations occur.

Due to the disproportionate loss of community types, individual plant species of the
prairie are becoming rare. For example, the western prairie fringed orchid was
historically widespread and common in calcareous mesic to wet mesic prairies and
sedge meadows. Wholesale conversion of its habitat to agriculture has resulted in the
plant being placed on the Federal endangered species list.

Plant Species of Concern

“Species of concern” is an informal term in this document for species which the
Service has incomplete and inconclusive information, but which might be declining in
range, numbers, or security. Service biologists confer with state agency botanists and
other experts, and use state natural heritage program data bases and other published
and unpublished information to follow the welfare of these species. Species of concern
have no standing or protection of any kind under the Endangered Species Act (Act)
and they are not candidates for listing under the Act. Nevertheless, the Service is
interested in them and is alert for need to provide early assistance to these species to
avoid the need to list them under the Act.

These species are a diverse group of plants united by two factors: (1) the Service is
watching them, and (2) they occur within the general area and thus could appear in or
near District tracts. It is impossible to predict which, if any, of the species may occur
on tracts managed by the Districts. It is also impossible to predict how the occur-
rence of one of these species on or near a tract would factor in decisions regarding
individual tracts beyond the Service’s intent to recognize these species as valid and
necessary components of a healthy, functioning tallgrass prairie ecosystem and as
indicators of prairie tract quality.

The Minnesota Department of Natural Resources maintains an official state list of
plants being watched for changes in abundance and distribution, and of plants that are
endangered or threatened and protected by state law. There are approximately 80
such species in the counties of Minnesota. Biologists of the state natural resource
agency and the Service maintain ongoing communication regarding these species,
some of which are excellent indicators of prairie quality.

Listed Plants
This section describes plants that are federally listed under the Endangered Species
Act of 1973, as amended, and are listed as either endangered or threatened.

Prairie bush clover, Lespedeza leptostachya: Occurs in dry, gravelly hill prairies
and in thin soil prairies over granite bedrock. Common on prairies with big bluestem
(Andropogon gerardi) and Indian grass (Sorghastrum nutans). More sites are known
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for this species than were known when it was listed and it appears able to grow in
disturbed areas. The species may be stable or, if declining, declining slowly. The need

for protection remains.

Western prairie fringed orchid, Platanthera praeclara: Occurs in moist, calcareous
subsaline prairies and prairie sedge meadows and swales (Coffin and Pfannmuller
1988). The species may be stable, but loss of tallgrass prairie habitat has markedly
reduced its original range. Present sites are threatened by human activities and land
use changes and by invasion by leafy spurge (Euphorbia esula).

External Threats

Drainage and Pesticides

Waterfowl Production Areas are often islands in a sea of intensive agriculture.
Natural drainage patterns have been altered throughout the landscape, increasing the
frequency, intensity, and duration of water flowing into many units. Siltation, nutrient
loading, and contamination from point and non-point sources of pollution are a serious
problem on many WPAs. Waterfowl Production Areas are also threatened by farming
trespass, dumping, wildfires, and pesticide applications on adjacent agricultural land.
A recent study in Ontario examined the effects of habitat and agricultural practices on
birds breeding on farmland and determined that the most important variable decreas-
ing total bird species abundance was pesticide use (Freemark and Csizy 1993).

Recent changes in agriculture have accelerated the impact of pesticides on surround-

ing land. Genetically altered Round-up ready corn,
soybeans, cotton, and sugar beats have expanded the
window of opportunity for pesticide applications and
promises to kill everything green on fields except the
genetically altered crops. Another altered crop, Bt.
Corn, contains a genetically engineered insecticide.
Even the pollen from this plant can kill certain insects,
such as monarch butterflies.

Research has shown that insecticides commonly used for
sunflowers, soybeans and corn can kill wildlife directly
and indirectly (e.g., by decreasing the amount of food
available to ducks). For example, ducks feed on grain
much of the year but in the spring they shift to aquatic
invertebrates (insect larvae, amphipods, snails, etc.) and
depend on this food source for reproduction and sur-
vival. Even when aerial pesticide applications are done
carefully and wetlands are avoided, the chemicals drift
into wetlands in measurable amounts and kill aquatic
invertebrates (Tome et al. 1991 and Grue et al. 1986).

Insecticides have a direct effect by killing aquatic invertebrates, but herbicides also
have an indirect effect on food available to waterfowl. The Service conducted a study
of the impact of agricultural chemicals on selected wetlands in four of the Wetland
Management Districts (Ensor and Smith, 1994). Herbicides from surrounding agricul-
tural land enter wetlands and disrupt the functional interaction between vegetation
structure and aquatic invertebrate life. The changing dynamic reduces food available

to breeding waterfowl.
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Seasonal and semipermanent wetlands (the majority of WPA wetlands) are the most
exposed to agricultural chemicals. These wetlands are small and interspersed with
croplands, which increases the probability of pesticides from over-spray and aerial
drift. Most herbicides and insecticides are applied to crops in the spring and early
summer, coincident with maximum runoff and waterfowl breeding. Ensor and Smith
(1994) write:

“A result of our survey... indicates that prairie pothole wetlands may involve
interactions of multiple herbicides (and potentially insecticides) comprising
chemical “soups” unique to individual wetlands.”

This study showed that “typical agricultural use” of pesticides on surrounding land
had a significant impact in reducing the biological quality of WPA wetlands. Cur-
rently, the Minnesota Pollution Control Agency (MPCA) exempts “normal farming
practices” from the State’s wetland protection (See: Specific Standards of Quality and
Purity for Class 2 Waters of the State; Aquatic Life and Recreation, Minnesota
Chapter 7050, 1994).

Invasive Species

Noxious weeds are a continuing problem both ecologically and socially/politically.
Invasive species present a daunting challenge to land managers. Canada thistle, leafy
spurge and spotted knapweed can displace native vegetation over large areas and are
a serious concern to neighboring farmers and county officials. Purple loosestrife can
effectively displace cattails and other native wetland vegetation and turn productive
marshes into a sea of purple flowers. Carp can destroy native submergent vegetation,
which provides the base for invertebrates. Minnows, often from past stockings by bait
dealers, can cause serious damage to wetland food chains by reducing invertebrate
populations needed by breeding waterfowl and ducklings.

Control of these problem species is often costly, both in terms of chemiecals, equip-
ment, and staff time. Managers strive to use a balanced approach in controlling these
species. Direct control, such as chemical application or mowing, is often needed on
serious problem areas. Once healthy native plant communities are reestablished, they
can often compete successfully against invasive weeds. Water level control, including
complete drawdowns, can eliminate carp and minnow populations on wetlands where
this capability is present. Virtually all Districts are experimenting with biological
controls by introducing insects that control the invading plant in its native country.

Rural Development

Rural development also threatens District lands in counties with growing populations,
such as Wright County. Lands adjoining WPAs are often seen as highly desirable
rural building lots that are purchased as small hobby farms or rural homesites. This
can result in the WPA being “ringed” by homes, with a series of negative impacts on
the WPA. Such development can limit future management such as prescribed fire;
increase trespass on District lands by neighbors using ATVs, horses, or vehicles;
increases threats to wildlife from stray pets (cats and dogs); increases use of District
land by neighbors for illegal uses such as dumping, gardening, equipment storage, etc.;
and can place hunters and neighbors at odds over concerns about safety during the
hunting seasons. Large-scale rural development would also bring threats from noise
and storm water runoff.
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Cultural Resources

Archeological and Cultural Values

Responding to the requirement in the law that comprehensive conservation plans will
include “the archaeological and cultural values of the planning unit,” the Service
contracted for a cultural resources overview study of Minnesota Wetland Manage-
ment District. This section of the CCP derives mostly from the report, “Cultural
Resources Overview Study,” by Teresa Halloran and others, Loucks & Associates Inc.,
dated August 1998. Several other sources have been used.

Context

Archeological evidence for human occupation in western Minnesota extends back
10,000 years when the last glaciers retreated to the north. Small bands of hunters
moved into the tundra and boreal forest and left behind their distinctive Clovis and
Folsom fluted lanceolate spear points and other tools. Now identified as PaleoIndian,
these people lived in diverse settings and often on the margins of lakes and wetlands.

The long Archaic period began with a warmer and drier climate that peaked with the
altithermal around 4700-3000 B.C. Surface waters evaporated and rivers shriveled;
bison herds dwindled, and so did the human population. In the harsh conditions, the
people developed an array of stone, bone, and copper tools. The human population
expanded after the altithermal.

The subsequent Woodland period commenced around 500 B.C. and extended to the
arrival of Europeans. The climate and vegetation were similar to 20th century
conditions. The people of this period constructed pottery and burial mounds, used the
bow and arrow, and adopted agriculture. Some people lived in larger, even fortified,
summer villages. The seasonal round included bison hunting, maple sugar collecting,
and wild rice harvesting. Exotic trade items came from more complex societies to the
south and from other sources.

Natural and human events disrupted the traditional patterns and tribal locations. The
Little Ice Age began about A.D. 1550 and caused many prairie tribes to relocate.
Arrival of Europeans with Western culture goods and material and practices also
caused tribes to change traditional cultural patterns and territory. Thus connecting
modern Indian tribes with prehistoric antecedent cultures found in the archeological
record is problematic.

Seventeenth century French and English fur traders built posts at the confluence of
rivers or on the shores of larger lakes, usually near Indian villages. Western Minne-
sota became part of the United States as part of the Louisiana Territory, and in the
second half of the 19th century immigrants settled the land as railroads expanded
accessibility and markets. Settlers soon replaced dugouts and sod houses with frame
houses and larger farms and farmsteads. Indian wars and treaties led to concentra-
tion of Indian tribes on reservations within and beyond the state. Highway construc-
tion, farm consolidation, urbanization, and recreational pursuits characterized the
second half of the 20th century.

Existing Conditions and Cultural Resources Potential

A review of the National Register of Historic Places showed, as of October 16, 2000,
the 40 Minnesota counties having WPAs and easements contained 426 properties
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listed on the National Register of Historic Places. The vast majority of these proper-
ties are buildings in towns and cities. A number of the properties are located in rural
areas and are indicative of the kinds of historic properties that can be found on the
Districts: farmsteads and farm buildings, especially barns; bridges; segments of the
Red River Oxcart trail; mill sites; battle sites; prehistoric archeological sites such as
mounds, villages, camps, and rock art. Historic archeological sites can also be found.

Many more cultural resources sites are reported on and around the waterfowl produc-
tion areas, including:

m  Big Stone WMD has eight sites on WPAs, none eligible for the National
Register, and 188 additional sites in the two counties.

m  Detroit Lakes WMD has 114 sites on WPAs, of which 33 are not eligible for
the National Register, and 531 additional sites in the five counties.

m  Fergus Falls WMD has 130 sites on WPAs, of which 51 are not eligible for the
National Register, and 616 additional sites in the four counties.

m Litchfield WMD has 95 sites on WPAs, of which 30 are not eligible for the
National Register, and 1,128 additional sites in the nine counties.

m  Morris WMD has 91 sites on WPAS, of which 17 are not eligible for the
National Register, and 555 additional sites in the eight counties.

m  Windom WMD has 44 sites on WPAs, of which 12 are not eligible for the
National Register, and 980 additional sites in the twelve counties.

Archeological surveys have been completed on 7,400 acres of District lands.

Although cultural resources can be found almost anyplace on the landscape, prehis-
toric archeological sites are often found on the shores (especially the east shore) of
lakes larger than 40 acres, on islands and peninsulas, where streams enter and exit
lakes, and near permanent streams. Early historic period sites are often associated
with water. Thus, WPASs are often in the same setting as archeological sites.

Museum collections include art, ethnography, history, documents, botany, zoology,
paleontology, geology, environmental samples, and artifacts. A museum collection at a
District office or visitor center must adhere to the requirements in 411 DM. At this
time only Morris WMD has identified a museum collection that consists of five historic
objects. Archeological collections from WPAs are stored at the Minnesota Historical
Society under terms of a cooperative agreement. Big Stone WMD has none; Detroit
Lakes WMD has one collection of 29 items; Fergus Falls WMD has one collection of 40
items; Morris WMD has four collections of 698 items, and Windom WMD has seven
collections of approximately 1,010 items. All District museum collections are covered
under the Region-wide Scope of Collections Statement.

Indian Tribes and Other Interested Parties
Several Federal laws and executive orders respond to the part of the American public
for whom cultural resources are an important part of the human environment and of

understanding the American past and present.

For the intent of these laws to be met, persons and organizations need to be informed
of Federal activities that could affect cultural resources. Contacts with Indian tribes
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are government-to-government unless the tribe has a Tribal Historic Preservation
Officer. Seventeen tribes have been identified as having potential interest in one or
more of the Districts. Other contacts include the county historical societies, local
governments, state government agencies such as the Department of Natural Re-
sources, and other Federal agencies such as the Natural Resources Conservation
Service.

In addition, the District Manager issues a news release in the project area.

Management of Cultural Resources

Cultural Resources are “those parts of the physical environment - natural and built -
that have cultural value to some kind of sociocultural group ... [and] those non-mate-
rial human social institutions....” Cultural resources include historic sites, archeologi-
cal sites and associated artifacts, sacred sites, traditional cultural properties, cultural
items (human remains, funerary objects, sacred objects, and objects of cultural
patrimony), and buildings and structures.

An undertaking is any Federal or federally-funded, -licensed, -permitted, or -assisted
activity or project that could affect a significant (i.e., historic) property. Ground
disturbance, buildings and structures modification or neglect, and landscape changes
must be analyzed for impacts on archeological sites, farmsteads, objects, traditional
cultural properties, sacred sites, and cultural items.

The District Managers inform the Regional Historic Preservation Officer early in the
planning stage of all undertakings to allow qualified analysis, evaluation, consultation,
and mitigation as necessary.

Archeological investigations and collecting are performed only in the public interest
by qualified archeologists working under an Archaeological Resources Protection Act
permit issued by the Regional Director. District Managers take steps to prevent
unauthorized collecting by the public, contractors, and FWS personnel. Violations are
reported to the Regional Historic Preservation Officer (RHPO).

If the public turns over to District personnel “found” artifacts, the District Manager
will try to determine provenance, will attempt to replace the artifact where found if it
can be secure from further public collections, or will hold it until the RHPO is notified
and can move it to the historical society.

Cultural Resources Management Objective: Establish a plan to fulfill requirements of
Section 14 of the Archaeological Resources Protection Act for surveying lands to
identify archeological resources; and Section 110(a)(2) of the National Historic Preser-
vation Act for a preservation program.

People

Public Use of Waterfowl Production Areas

The Refuge Improvement Act established six priority uses of the Refuge System,
which includes the more than 800 WPAs in Minnesota. These priority uses all depend
on the presence of, or expectation of the presence, of wildlife, and are thus called
wildlife-dependent uses. These uses are hunting, fishing, wildlife observation, photog-
raphy, environmental education, and interpretation. Waterfowl Production Areas
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have been open to these uses for decades. Although Congress clearly expects manag-
ers to facilitate these priority uses, they must be compatible with the purpose for
which the unit or WPA was established and the mission of the Refuge System. Com-
patibility Determinations for these priority uses and numerous other uses in compli-
ance with the Refuge Improvement Act and national compatibility policy and regula-
tions are included (Appendix E).

Most recent estimates show that 250,000 people visit WPAs each year for hunting,
wildlife observation, photography, interpretive and environmental education, fishing,
trapping, and other uses. Waterfowl Production Areas differ from national wildlife
refuges in that they are open to hunting, fishing, and trapping by specific regulation,
and open to the other wildlife-dependent activities by notification in general bro-
chures available at each District office. New and existing WPAs are thus “open until
closed” versus national wildlife refuges, which are “closed until opened.”

Hunters and hunting have a long and linked history with WPAs. When Congress
amended the Migratory Bird Hunting and Conservation Stamp Tax Act (Duck Stamp
Act) in 1958, it authorized the acquisition of wetlands and uplands as WPAs and
waived the usual “inviolate sanctuary” provisions for new migratory bird units. Thus,
WPAs were intended to be open to waterfowl hunting, in part because waterfowl
hunters, through the purchase of Duck Stamps and support for price increases of the
stamp, played a major role in acquisition of these areas. Hunting, for both waterfowl
and resident game species, accounts for more than half of the visits to WPAs.

Wildlife observation, interpretation, and environmental education are encouraged on
WPASs and increasing in popularity with the public. Districts are taking a more active
role in fostering these uses by developing wildlife trails, interpretive signs and kiosks,
outdoor classrooms, and even auto tour routes on select WPAs. At the Fergus Falls
Wetland Management District, the Prairie Wetlands Learning Center provides
residential environmental education programs to schools throughout Minnesota.

In addition to these wildlife-dependent public uses, each District receives on a regular
basis requests for various non-wildlife-dependent uses such as dog trials, horseback
riding, plant collecting, berry picking, and special events. Also, various economic uses
such as haying, grazing, and timber harvest are used as habitat management tools and
involve the issuance of special use permits. There are numerous other “uses” which
managers must make regular decisions on including rights-of-way requests for new or
expanded roads, utilities, pipelines, and communications equipment.

To promote an understanding of what uses are and are not allowed, or allowed only on
a case-by-case evaluation, the operations section describes the policies that will guide
uses on WPAs.

Two major issues surfaced during plan development related to overall public use on
WPAs. First, there is debate on the value of WPAs to the general public and local
units of government due to changes in land use and taxation when WPAs are pur-
chased from willing sellers. Second, funding and staff for adequate programs and
facilities to better serve the public have never been on par with the generally larger
and better known national wildlife refuges.

When land is purchased for a WPA, it becomes the property of the United States
government and is exempt from taxation. To offset this loss in tax revenue for local
governments, the Service pays three-fourths of 1 percent of the appraised value of the
land to the counties in which the WPA is located. In most years, Congress has not
appropriated sufficient funds to cover this level of entitlement. The result is resentful
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local governments and a serious issue when new tracts are brought before county
commissioners and the Minnesota Land Exchange Board for approval.

The Refuge Improvement Act mandates that compatible, wildlife-dependent recre-
ational uses involving hunting, fishing, wildlife observation, wildlife photography,
environmental education and interpretation are the priority public uses of the Refuge
System. In accordance with law and regulation, waterfowl production areas are open
to hunting, fishing, wildlife observation, photography, trapping and environmental
education.

Many WPASs lack the basic facilities, such as parking and trails, that help the public
enjoy these wildlife-dependent uses. Also, Districts do not have the funds to provide
quality maps that show the public how to find WPAs. Interpretive and environmental
education opportunities are limited by the lack of trained public use specialists.

Disabled User Access

Each of the wetland management districts will provide compatible and accessible
wildlife-dependent recreation on Waterfowl Production Areas. Each WMD will
eventually develop at least one WPA per county or cluster of counties with enhanced
opportunities for disabled users. These features might include accessible hunting
blinds, accessible trails or scenic vistas, or other opportunities for accessible wildlife-
dependent recreation. Disabled users will be directed to these units with improved
accessibility. We do not plan to provide exclusive use for disabled users on these
units. These WPAs will be open to all users but will provide a place for disabled
visitors to enjoy wildlife-dependent recreation without having to seek special privi-
leges. Disabled visitors who prefer not to use these enhanced facilities may be given
special privileges at other WPAs. These privileges would be granted at the manager’s
discretion and would be limited to driving on existing trails. No user, disabled or
otherwise, will be given permission to drive off of existing trails. Disabled users who
receive special access privileges will be granted special use permits restricting their
travel to designated routes on designated WPAs. The permit will include a map
identifying allowable routes of travel.

For the purposes of this section, we intend to follow state standards on disabilities for
special hunting privileges. The State of Minnesota is reviewing these standards. We
expect the revised standards to roughly include people dependent on wheelchairs or
supplemental oxygen as a reasonable standard of a disability requiring enhanced
opportunities for access. If state standards do not meet our needs, we may develop
our own standards in the future.

Operations

Individual WPA Development Plans

At the heart of on-the-ground restoration and management of WPAs is the writing of
individual WPA development plans. These plans inventory existing resources and
describe plans for wetland and grassland restoration, structure and debris removal,
and planned facilities such as parking, fencing, and wildlife observation sites. They
are also means for recording management activities to provide a history for future
management decisions. As miniature comprehensive conservation plans, they are
critical step-down plans to carry out the goals, objectives, and strategies outlined in
this comprehensive conservation plan.

Big Stone Wetland Management District CCP
40



However, many WPAs lack development plans. With new technology employing
Geographic Information Systems, this planning and recording of management actions
has become simpler and faster, as illustrated in Figure 8. Each District is currently
setting up a GIS planning system, but the entering of data is hampered by lack of
staffing devoted to the effort. In addition, once all plans are done, they will need to be
updated on a rotational basis to be useful in the future.

Consistent Use

The visiting public, WPA neighbors, local units of government, and the Minnesota
Department of Natural Resources benefit when management and permitted uses on
WPASs are consistent from one end of the State to the other. This comprehensive
conservation plan provides the opportunity to articulate policies that have been in
place for many years but have not always been consistently applied or communicated.
New national policies and regulations governing management and use of the Refuge
System also prompted a review and fine tuning of what uses will and will not be
allowed, and the stipulations all Districts will follow when allowing certain uses.

The following is a summary of generally prohibited and permitted uses and activities
on WPAs in Minnesota. For each of the permitted activities, the reader is encouraged
to review the compatibility determination for each found in Appendix E. Stipulations
or operating guidelines in each compatibility determination will be followed by each
District when administering the uses.

In addition to these policies, there will be a continuing need to ensure consistency of
operations on a variety of management issues such as law enforcement, native seed
types and seeding methods, signing, and land acquisition. Goal 10 speaks to this
ongoing need.

Public Uses Generally Prohibited
m  Off-road vehicle use, including snowmobiles and ATVs
Camping
Open fires
Discharge of firearms except during State hunting seasons
Use of motorized water craft
Dog trials
Horseback riding
Commercial bait collecting
Beekeeping

Public Uses Permitted (See Compatibility Determinations in Appendix E)
(Note: these uses include the use of non-motorized means of access including hiking,
snowshoeing, cross-country skiing, or where appropriate, bicycling on existing trails)

Hunting in accordance with State seasons and regulations
Wildlife observation

Photography

Fishing in accordance with State seasons and regulations
Environmental education

Interpretation for individuals or groups

Trapping in accordance with State seasons and regulations
Berry and nut collecting for personal use

Limited plant and seed collection for decorative purposes
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Figure 8: GIS for WPA Development Planning

GIS used for initial planning:

- Identification and delineation of
existing and potential habitats and
structures (parking lots, fences, etc.)

- Area/length measurements

- Cost and material calculations

- Generate development schedule

Dovray WPA Development Schedule

5/3/01

’ : — PRIGRITY ;
Grass_Seeded_Warm

Grass_Seeded_Warm Dovray seed local natives 1 Development Needed 5/1/02
Grass_Seeded_Warm Dovray seed local natives 1 Development Needed 511,02

Wetland_Type_1

Wetland_T ype_1 Dovray tile/ditch plug 1 Development Needed 8/15/01
Wetland_Type_1 Dovray tile/ditch plug 1 Development Needed 8/15/01
Wetland_Type_1 Dovray tile/ditch plug 1 Development Needed 8/15/01
Wetland_Type_1 Dovray tile/ditch plug 1 Development Needed 8/15/01
Wetland_Type_1 Dovray remove tile 1 Development Needed 8/15/01
5
Building_Site
Building_Site Dovmay Removeloury 1 Developrent Needed 9/30/01
1
Other
Other Dovray Parking Lot 2 Developraent Needed 9/15/02

GIS Maps Assist Habitat Restoration and Other Development Activities

- On-site coordination
with contractors and
field staff.

- GIS used to document
restoration and other
development
accomplishments.

-Development maps
become the base map to
record future
managementascompbshments (ie. burning, weed control, etc.)
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Generally Permitted Management Activities Done by Others, and Miscellaneous
Activities/Programs

(See Compatibility Determinations in Appendix E)

Haying for grassland management

Farming for grassland management

Grazing for grassland management

Timber or firewood harvest

Food plots and feeders for resident wildlife

Wildlife nesting structures

Archaeological surveys

Special access for disabled users

Irrigation travelways across easement wetlands

Temporary road improvement outside of existing right-of-way

Special dedications/ceremonies

Wetland access facilities

WPA parking facilities

Local Fire Department Training — Prescribed Burning

Local Fire Department Training — Burning of Surplus Buildings on New
Acquisitions

Other Reoccurring Uses Handled on Case-by-Case Basis
m  New or expanded rights-of-way requests

Major new facilities associated with public uses

Commercial filming

Special events

Animal collecting requests

Other requests for uses not listed above

Drainage
We often receive requests to maintain, improve, or construct drainage systems onto

or across WPAs. See Appendix N for a copy of the Big Stone WMD drainage policy. In
summary, legitimate drainage maintenance will be allowed to the original scope and
effect of the drainage system. No new drainage will be allowed.
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Chapter 4: Management Direction

Big Stone Wetland Management District

This chapter steps down overall guidance to the District
through station-specific objectives and strategies. The
objectives and strategies are unique to the Big Stone
Wetland Management District identifying activities that
achieve the Plan’s goals, the District’s purpose and the
National Wildlife Refuge System’s mission (Chapters 1 and
2).

The District was established in 1996 to acquire and manage
lands under the Small Wetlands Acquisition Program within
Lincoln and Lyon counties. It currently includes 11 Water-
fowl Production Areas covering 2,343 acres of fee title
lands, 12 habitat and/or wetland easements covering 1,387
acres and three FmHA Conservation Easements covering
160 acres for a grand total of 3,890 acres of protected
habitat (Figure 9).

Major Habitat Types of Waterfowl Production Areas in the
Big Stone Wetland Management District

Native Prairie (virgin) 25  acres
Other Grasslands/Farmland 1,445 acres
Forested/Brushland 34  acres
Wetland/Riverine 839 acres
Total 2,343 acres

Goals, Objectives and Strategies

Wildlife and Habitat

Goal 1: Wildlife Goals

Strive to preserve and maintain diversity and increase the abundance of waterfowl and other key wildlife
species in the Northern Tallgrass Prairie Ecosystem. Seek sustainable solutions to the impact of Canada
geese on adjacent private croplands. Preserve, restore, and enhance resident wildlife populations where
compatible with waterfow! and the preservation of other trust species.

Objective 1.1: Update MAAPE Process. The District will request that the
Habitat and Population Evaluation Team (HAPET) review the
Multi-agency Approach to Planning and Evaluation ( MAAPE)
process every five years to incorporate monitoring results and
reevaluate strategies for increasing waterfowl production within
the Districts.
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Figure 9: Big Stone Wetland Management District

N N 4;.- " s T | | Hennenin
Lo Qui Parle""5) 2\ J)* Chippews “=-." Minnesota Wetland Management Districts
o T o~ 1 BigStone WMD
! 4 " ‘ \\\ | N ‘ ]
“TARLLC s 4 i~ _" BIG STONE WMD % )
- Yellow Medicine \\L\ Renville o WMD Office " )
2 N P Waterfowl Production Areas s ‘
A . |
| ' 2, [] State Boundaries ‘ o
BIG STONE By L
.“Lincoln ‘ Lyon Rivers & Streams
| = 2 50 Miles
e _+J‘ NI = dli s Ve | ‘ m
P e e
Fl | ‘Waseca
Pipestone Hoa) I Blue Earth
‘ B fy ‘Watonwan } ‘ ‘
Strategy 1.1.1: Within 2 years work with HAPET to develop
MAAPE data or isolate existing data from
Windom Wetland Management District (District)
to exclusively Big Stone Wetland Management
District of Lyon and Lincoln Counties. RONS
Project No. 00001
Objective 1.2: Alternative Waterfowl Monitoring. The District will develop
alternative monitoring techniques by the year 2003 for waterfowl
abundance and productivity estimates in areas of Districts that
are not well-covered by the 4-square-mile monitoring program.
These estimates should be developed in cooperation with the
HAPET office since the current 4-square-mile data is used in the
mallard model and forms the basis of the MAAPE process.
Strategy 1.2.1: Select representative units (fee, easement) or
priority watershed areas and utilize 4-square-
mile protocol with direction of HAPET. RONS
Project No. 00001
Objective 1.3: Recruitment Rate. The District will strive to increase potential

recruitment rate of mallards in an average year from the current
level of 0.38 to 0.49 by the year 2010 (based on the Mallard model
and the MAAPE process).

Strategy 1.3.1: This increase will occur by converting 5,000 acres
of cropland to grassland and other management
techniques such as the placement of artificial nest
structures or implementation of predator control/
reduction. RONS Project No. 98010

Strategy 1.3.2: Predator reduction may be used if a wildlife
species is shown to be at risk. In the case of
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Objective 1.4:

Objective 1.5:

Objective 1.6:

waterfowl, control may be used if production
goals and objectives have not been met for two
consecutive years and could continue for a
minimum of 2 consecutive years after objective
levels have been met. RONS Project No. 00002

Strategy 1.3.3: Nest Success. The District will strive to provide
nesting conditions for waterfowl such that nest
success averages 50 percent within a predator
control area and 60 percent on nest structures
within the District.

Strategy 1.3.4: Nest Structures. The District
will assemble and place hen
house nesting structures in
suitable habitats on easement
or other private lands. Place-
ment and monitoring will be

abprpyg wor fiq yybrfido) opoyg

done only on a cooperative effort with interested
individuals and sportsmen’s clubs within the
district. Structures that have not been used for 5
successive years will be relocated. RONS Project
No. 00003

Violations. Each year, the District will inspect all WPA, FmHA
Conservation Easement and Habitat Easement for compliance to
insure protection of migratory waterfowl and other habitats. Any
illegal activity will be responded to immediately and restored as
soon as possible.

Strategy 1.4.1: Each year staff will inspect all WPAs, FMHA
conservation easements, and Service easements.
Ground checks will be used until there are too
many to do effectively and then annual aerial
surveillance will be used. RONS Project No.
00004

Working With Partners. The District will cooperate with all
USDA, Minnesota DNR and any other local agency programs as
well as participate as a partner with local conservation groups
which would increase waterfowl habitat and production.

Strategy 1.5.1: By the year 2002, identify all prospective part-
ners and make personal contacts through indi-
vidual or group meetings. Increase staff ability to
participate in partnerships which leads to im-
proved waterfowl habitat and production.

Develop a Memorandum of Understanding with the Minnesota
DNR by 2002 which clearly articulates the responsibilities of
Wetland Districts for the handling of landowner complaints
originating from geese on WPA wetlands.
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Objective 1.7:

Objective 1.8:

Goal 2: Habitat Goals

Strategy 1.6.1: Where a problem is identified as a responsibility
of the Service, we will work with each landowner
on a case by case basis and choose a long term
solution that will best meet the needs of the
affected landowner. RONS Project No. 00010

Cooperation. The Districts will cooperate with state wildlife
offices and local organizations to provide winter food sources on

documented wintering areas to benefit resident species of wild-
life.

Strategy 1.7.1: Creation of tree plantings and food plots will be
discouraged but will be evaluated on a case by
case basis. If there is a demonstrated need for a
site, these will be put in and maintained as a
cooperative effort with local sportsmen’s clubs
and/or the DNR.

Enforcement. The Districts will prohibit the introduction of
wildlife species that are not native to the Northern Tallgrass
Prairie Ecosystem.

Restore native prairie plant communities of the Northern Tallgrass Prairie Ecosystem using local ecotypes
of seed and maintain the vigor of these stands through natural processes. Restore functioning wetland
complexes and maintain the cyclic productivity of wetlands. Continue efforts for long-term solutions to
the problem of invasive species with increased emphasis on biological control to minimize damage to
aquatic and terrestrial communities. Continue efforts to better define the role of each District in assisting
private landowners with wetland, upland and riparian restorations.

Objective 2.1:

Objective 2.2:

Prairie Restoration. On Service owned land, restore an average
of 375 acres to native seeded grassland species each year. Begin
the process on all new acquisitions within 5 years of purchase.
Seed a diverse mix of predominantly native grasses and forbs
using the ecotype recommendations of the Mississippi Headwa-
ters/ Tall Grass Prairie Ecosystem Team. Replicate, to the
extent possible, the structure, species composition, and processes
of native ecological communities in the Tallgrass Prairie to
improve migratory bird habitat and improve existing soil and
water quality within respective watersheds. Judiciously use non-
native plantings when desirable to meet waterfowl and migratory
bird population objectives.

Strategy 2.1.1: Develop Grassland Management Plan by the year
2003. This plan will outline restoration tech-
niques and list areas by priority requiring
seeding over the next 5 years.

Grassland Management. Renovate and seed or interseed 125
acres of existing grasslands annually to improve diversity and
vigor. RONS Project Nos. 97003, 97020, 98070
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Objective 2.3:

Strategy 2.2.1:

Strategy 2.2.2:

Strategy 2.2.3:

Strategy 2.2.4:

Reference Strategy 2.1.1. This plan will include
priority identification for renovation of existing
grasslands.

Undertake tree removal activities so that woody
cover comprises 5 percent or less of an area.
RONS Project No. 97003

Defer grazing and mowing/haying until after
August 15. Mowing between July 15 and August
15 may still destroy many nests (most grassland
species of concern are late nesters) and should
not be practiced on public grasslands managed
for grassland birds. Mowing should be conducted
on a rotational basis with at least 75-80 percent of
the unit left idle annually.

Increase effective size of prairie restoration by
locating adjacent to existing grassland, pasture,
wetland, or hay land. Remove all woody vegeta-
tion between the restoration and the existing
vegetative community.

Prescribed Burn. Plan and conduct prescribed burns on 1,000
acres or 15 sites annually to maintain and restore native prairie
plant species to improve waterfowl and wildlife utilization, and to
prepare selected sites for native seed harvest.

Strategy 2.3.1:

Strategy 2.3.2:

Strategy 2.3.3:

Strategy 2.3.4:

Coordinate with Zone Fire Management Officer
to insure that adequate human and equipment
resources are available to accomplish annual burn
program.

Develop Prescribed burn
plan for each existing WPA
and grassland easement by
2002. Develop plan for each
new unit within 6 months
after taking possession.

Conduct mid-summer or late
fall burns to encourage forb
growth.

Units should be burned no more than every 3 to 5
years. Grassland areas larger than 30 acres
should be burned on a rotational system with
some subunits (50-100 percent of entire area) left
idle each year. No more than 20-30 percent of
large grasslands ( greater than 100 acres) should
be burned in a year. Management units should be
20-30 acres. (Zimmerman 1988, Herkert 1994a).
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Objective 2.4:

Objective 2.5:

Objective 2.6:

Objective 2.7:

Objective 2.8:

Restoration. Restore an average of 25 wetlands per year both on
and off District land to serve migratory birds as migration,
breeding and nesting habitat.

Strategy 2.4.1: Focus on priority areas identified in Strategy
3.1.2 and direct private lands contacts in those
areas using temporary and permanent staff as
well as partners. RONS:98012

Management. Draw the water down on 25 percent of the wet-
lands that have built-in water control structures to increase
vegetation and nutrient recycling for the benefit of waterfowl.

Strategy 2.5.1: Develop at least two water management capable
units in each county by 2005 through partner-
ships. RONS Project No. 98013

Monitoring. Inventory hydrological systems in the Districts as
identified in the monitoring plan, including chemical water
analysis, water level, water flow and the interaction of federal
lands and private lands within the watershed.

Strategy 2.6.1: Inspect all water control structures and deter-
mine management needs on an annual basis to
improve marsh productivity as brood rearing and
breeding habitat for migratory birds. RONS
Project No. 00005

Strategy 2.6.2: Conduct regular surveys of water conditions
within the Districts as identified in the Monitor-
ing Plan. RONS Project No. 00005

Strategy 2.6.3: Monitor the impact of wetlands on hydrology
within the watershed as identified in the Monitor-
ing Plan. RONS Project No. 00005

Strategy 2.6.4: Conduct water analysis to monitor changes in
contaminants and other key chemicals over time
as identified in the Monitoring Plan. RONS
Project No. 00005

Cooperation. Attend and participate in watershed district
meetings.

Strategy 2.7.1: Identify key watersheds and contacts within
those watersheds.

Research. Encourage and cooperate in research on hydrological
systems within the District.

Strategy 2.8.1: 1dentify key watersheds and issues /concerns
within those watersheds. Utilize biologist to
develop research proposals and grants for special
funding. RONS Project No. 00006
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Objective 2.9:

Objective 2.10:

Objective 2.11:

Objective 2.12:

Management. Increase use of hydrological data gathering in the
overall management of the Districts following the guidance
developed in the monitoring plan.

Strategy 2.9.1: Analyze hydrological data collected in conjunc-
tion with biological data to determine correlation
of trends. RONS Project Nos. 00006, 00007

Hydrologist. Hire a hydrologist for each District to conduct
hydrological monitoring program, analyze the data and present
the information to management in a useable form.

Strategy 2.10.1: Have annual meetings for hydrologists through-
out the Districts to share information, tech-
niques, and results. RONS Project No. 00007

Strategy 2.10.2 The hydrologist should summarize hydrological
data in an annual report and identify how the
hydrological data can be incorporated in manage-
ment decisions for the benefit of waterfowl and
other target populations. RONS Project No.
00007

Strategy 2.10.3: Hydrologist should monitor contaminants in the
wetlands within the District on a regular basis as
outlined in the Monitoring Plan. RONS Project
No. 00007

Plant Control. Reduce exotic plants including noxious weeds on
state and county lists through an aggressive program including
burning, mowing, chemical treatment, hand cropping, and
interseeding. Primary targets include purple loosestrife, Canada
thistle, and leafy spurge.

Strategy 2.11.1: Become proactive by establishing annual contacts
with County Agricultural Inspectors, identify
areas of potential or immediate concern and
immediately treat those areas with appropriate
techniques. RONS Project Nos. 97020, 97003

Biological Control. Increase emphasis on biological control
whenever feasible. The District will continue to release beetles
for control of leafy spurge and purple loosestrife. By the end of
2003, all known loosestrife and leafy spurge areas will have
received some beetles. RONS Project No. 97003

Strategy 2.12.1: Establish one or more insectories in each county
for purple loosestrife or leafy spurge eating
insects. RONS Project No. 97003

Strategy 2.12.2: Continue visual assessment of new and potential
acquisition areas for presence of leafy spurge or
purple loosestrife. Arrange for beetle collection
on Big Stone National Wildlife Refuge insectories
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Goal 3: Acquisition

until local insectories are established and release
on all new sites annually. RONS Project No.
97003.

Within current acquisition acreage goals, identify the highest priority acres for acquisition taking into
account block size and waterfow! productivity data. These priority areas should drive acquisition efforts
whenever possible. Service land acquisition should have no negative impact on net revenues to local
government. Understand and communicate the economic effects of federal land ownership on local

communities.

Objective 3.1:

Objective 3.2:

Objective 3.3:

Evaluating Acquisition Priority. Review and update the current
acquisition guidelines by the year 2002 (revising Norell Wallace
memo). Acquisition strategies for future acquisitions within the
Districts will be based on site potential. Consideration should be
given to size, quality, key species affected, habitat fragmentation,
landscape scale complexes, potential productivity of restored
wetlands, ete.

Strategy 3.1.1: Guidelines. Delineations of proposed acquisitions
will consider acquisition guidelines which high-
light the biological and management factors to be
considered.

Strategy 3.1.2: 1dentify, by the year 2003, priority work areas
within the two-county area based on Thunder-
storm mapping or other information which
becomes available. A priority work area could be
as large as a specific township and/or a critical
watershed or sub-watershed. RONS Project No.
00001

Goal Acres. Within 5 years conduct a biological assessment to
determine if current goal acres will be sufficient to reach water-
fowl recruitment objectives for the District.

Strategy 3.2.1: Coordinate with HAPET to assess what, if any,
goal acres, need to be established for Lyon and
Lincoln Counties. RONS Project No. 00001

Coordination. The District will coordinate with the District
Acquisition Office to insure rapid response to willing seller offers
that meet the acquisition priorities. An offer will be made to the
seller within 6 months of the decision to acquire the tract.

Strategy 3.3.1: If interested in acquiring a tract, the District
staff will notify the Acquisition Office within 1
month of the initial land owner contact of their
interest in proceeding with the acquisition.

Strategy 3.3.2: The Acquisition Office will make an offer within 5
months of receiving the statement of interest
from the District staff.
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Objective 3.4: Acquisition. The District will meet current District goal acres
within 15 years by acquiring an average of 6,000 acres in fee title,
750 acres of wetland easements and 4,500 acres of upland ease-
ments for waterfowl breeding and use. This objective will be
modified as appropriate if the goal acres are modified.

Strategy 3.4.1: Once priority areas are established (strategy
3.1.2) begin contacting landowners of key tracts
either directly or through United States Depart-
ment of Agriculture (USDA) program contacts.
All contacts would be directed at fee title,
easement or restoration work. Attempt to
delineate 1,500 acres annually. RONS Project No.
98012

Objective 3.5: Advocate 100 percent of revenue sharing and a lump sum pay-
ment for past underpayment through a trust fund to the counties.

Objective 3.6: Conduct a study that would provide the following information to
managers so that they can better communicate the issue to the
public:

1) A graph of revenue sharing for the last 20 years.

2) A detailed explanation of the impact of federal ownership on
school taxes.

3) A detailed study of the trust fund payments to the state in
relation to the revenue sharing shortfall.

4) How much money do we really need to make up the trust

fund from 1993 and prior.
Objective 3.7: Determine local economic value of Federal land ownership.
Objective 3.8: Demonstrate the hydrological benefits of restored wetlands;

determine cash value of wetland values.

Objective 3.9: Determine social value of natural habitat in the landscape.
Determine importance of wildlife to people in a community.

Strategy 3.9.1: Utilizing products generated from objectives 3.6-
3.9, provide detailed report to all local units of
government and partners.

Goal 4: Monitoring Goals

Collect baseline information on plants, fish and wildlife and monitor critical parameters and trends of key
species and/or species groups on and around District units. Promote the use of coordinated, standard-
ized, cost effective, and defensible methods for gathering and analyzing habitat and population data.
Management decisions will be based on the resulting data.

Objective 4.1: Inventory and Monitoring Plan. Develop an inventory and
monitoring plan by 2003 that will establish priorities, identify
survey needs and recommend protocols based on unit objectives.
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Objective 4.2:

Strategy 4.1.1:

Biologist. Hire a biologist for each District to
write the inventory and monitoring plan, and
implement the biological program. RONS Project
Nos. 00006, 97003

Increase the use of biological data in the overall management of

the districts.

Strategy 4.2.1:

Strategy 4.2.2:

Strategy 4.2.3:

Strategy 4.2.4:

Strategy 4.2.5:

Strategy 4.2.6:

Annual Meeting. Convene annual meetings for
District biologists and field personnel to share
information, compare inventory and monitoring
techniques and present management effects on
target populations and habitats. RONS Project
No. 00006

Inventory and Monitoring Workshop: Conduct an
inventory and monitoring workshop for District
biological and management staff by 2003 with
presentations by “cutting edge” recognized
researchers to update FWS staff on most recent
regional and national resource issues, introduce
new and ongoing survey protocols, and provide
further guidance in the field to identify monitor-
ing needs, approaches, strategies and target
species in the identification of keystone species,
to ensure Districts are focusing limited resources
on collection of data pertinent to Service policies
and management objectives.

Confer with other District biologists and statisti-
cians in other agencies such as U.S. Geological
Survey (USGS) to ensure monitoring plans are
designed with adaptive management principals.
RONS Project No. 00006

Data Summaries. On an annual basis, the biolo-
gist should present a summary report of meth-
ods, findings and recommendations regarding
effects of management activities on target
species. Summarize data on an annual basis.
RONS Project No. 00006

Geographic Information System. Increase use of
GIS technology in monitoring habitat and wildlife
and tracking management actions. (See opera-
tions section for details). RONS Project No.
00008

Compile and maintain lists of unit plants, mol-
lusks, arthropods, fishes, terrestrial vertebrates
and invertebrates with confirmed presence (701
FW 2). RONS Project Nos. 00005, 00006
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Objective 4.3:

Objective 4.4:

Breeding Birds. Conduct regular surveys of breeding grassland
and wetland migratory birds. Include information on reproduc-
tive success as well as abundance following techniques identified
in the Inventory and Monitoring Plan.

Strategy 4.3.1:

Strategy 4.3.2:

Strategy 4.3.3:

Using competent volunteers, interns and contrac-
tors conduct point-count surveys to detect
population trends where priority species occur.
RONS Project No. 00006

Implement call-response surveys for secretive
waterbirds where priority species occur. RONS
Project No. 00006

Participate in the International Shorebird
Survey by visiting priority wetland sites every
10 days between April and October and to collect
shorebird use data. RONS Project No. 00006

Monitoring. Monitor the levels of external threats to the Water-
fowl Production Units such as soil erosion, incoming water
quality, pesticide use, and contaminants as identified in the
Inventory and Monitoring Plan.

Strategy 4.4.1:

Develop individual unit management plans
incorporating potential threats into an action.
Annually assess existing or newly developing
threats on each unit. RONS Project No. 00004

Goal 5: Endangered Species / Unigue Communities

Preserve enhance, and restore rare native northern tallgrass prairie, flora and fauna that are or may
become endangered. Where feasible in both ecological and social/economic terms, reintroduce native
species on WPAs in cooperation with the Minnesota DNR.

Objective 5.1:

Objective 5.2:

Objective 5.3:

Invertebrates. Conduct regular surveys of invertebrate commu-
nities in grassland and wetland communities following the proto-
cols identified in the Inventory and Monitoring Plan.

Strategy 5.1.1:

Using competent volunteers, interns and/ or
contractors conduct surveys to detect population
trends where priority species occur. RONS
Project No. 00006

Research. Identify research needs and explore funding opportuni-
ties to encourage research projects on the District and cooperate
in research that will further our knowledge about how manage-
ment effects fish and wildlife populations and their habitats on the
District and within the Ecosystem.

Partners for Fish and Wildlife. With the Partners for Fish and
Wildlife staff in the Regional Office, develop clear guidance for
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Objective 5.4:

Objective 5.5:

upland and riparian restoration work so each District is managing
the program consistently.

Strategy 5.3.1:

Strategy 5.3.2:

Grassland Management. Provide quality prairie
habitat that includes native tall grass species,
forbs and little to no woody vegetation. RONS
Project No. 98010

Wetland Management. Develop one or more
wetlands or impoundments in each county or
priority area with water management capability.
Develop management plan to manage these
exclusively for webless migratory birds. RONS
Project Nos. 98012, 98013

Inventory and Monitoring: Species Presence and Distribution.
The District will identify the presence, distribution, and abun-
dance where necessary, of endangered, and threatened, and
species of special concern within the District boundaries.

Strategy 5.4.1:

Strategy 5.4.2:

Strategy 5.4.3:

Strategy 5.4.4:

Strategy 5.4.5:

Strategy 5.4.6:

The Districts will obtain distributional maps of all
Federally endangered and threatened species
from the appropriate Ecological Service Office by
2003.

The Districts will obtain distributional maps and
abundance information from the Natural Heri-
tage Database of state listed endangered, threat-
ened, special concern species by 2003.

Create a list of Federally endangered, threat-
ened, and candidate species per each District.

Create a list of state endangered, threatened and
special concern species per each District.

Review current management activities for
negative influences on these at risk species.
Revise management actions to enhance species
survivability.

The District will work with partners and other
agencies to develop specific plans for target
species occurring within the Districts or imple-
ment recommendations of existing Habitat
Conservation Plans. RONS Project Nos. 00006
(for strategies 5.4.1-5.4.6)

Enforcement. The District will enforce all Endangered Species
and Migratory Bird Treaty Act regulations within the District
through increased contacts with hunters, neighbors and visitors
by conducting more frequent visits to units particularly during
higher use periods i.e. hunting seasons.
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Objective 5.6:

Objective 5.7:

Objective 5.8:

Objective 5.9:

Objective 5.10:

Strategy 5.5.1: Utilize seasonal help and volunteers to conduct
surveillance of activities and report illegal
activities to the station collateral duty LE officer.
RONS Project No. 00004

Monitoring. The District will obtain baseline data including maps
of all federally endangered and threatened species as well as all
native prairie tracts, calcareous fens and oak savannah by 2003.

Cooperation. The District will identify threatened Northern
Tallgrass Prairie unique communities and work through the Tall
Grass Prairie Habitat Preservation Area project partners or
other agencies and partners to acquire in fee title or protect
through easement where the Small Wetlands Acquisition Pro-
gram is not appropriate. All remaining native prairie remnants
within each District will by identified by 2003 and strategies for
their protection will be developed by the year 2004.

Identify, evaluate, and prioritize opportunities to reintroduce
native species documenting the needs in a plan by 2006.

By 2010 begin a reintroduction program to reintroduce one
species per year until all goal species identified under Objective
11A are reintroduced.

Strategy 5.9.1: Coordinate reintroduction efforts with state and
private organizations. RONS Project No. 00009

Habitat: The Districts will identify threatened Northern
Tallgrass Prairie communities.

Strategy 5.10.1: The District will obtain maps and inventory data
on remnant native prairie tracts, calcareous fens
and oak savannah by 2003 from such sources as
The Nature Conservancy and the state Natural
Heritage Database.

Strategy 5.10.2: A list of remaining native prairie remnants
within each District will be compiled by 2004.
RONS Project No. 00006

Strategy 5.10.3: Protection proceedings will be devised under the
authority of the Small Wetlands Acquisition
Program and/or Tallgrass Prairie Habitat
Preservation Area project partners and other
agencies and partners through land acquisition
via fee title or easement by year 2004.
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People

Goal 6: Public Use/ Environmental Education

Provide opportunities for the public to use the WPAs in a way that promotes understanding and apprecia-
tion of the Prairie Pothole Region. Promote greater understanding and awareness of the Wetland
Management District’s programs, goals, and objectives. Advance stewardship and understanding of the
Prairie Pothole Region through environmental education, outreach and partnership development.

Objective 6.1: Each Wetland Management District will strive to meet the
National Visitor Service Standards for the Refuge System by the

year 2007:
Strategy 6.1.1:

Strategy 6.1.2:

Strategy 6.1.3:

Strategy 6.1.4:

Strategy 6.1.5:

Strategy 6.1.6:

Strategy 6.1.7:

Strategy 6.1.8:

Strategy 6.1.9:

Develop a Visitor Services Plan by 2003.

Welcome and orient visitors by providing quality
facility maps and District information. RONS
Project No. 00011

Interpret key resources and issues through
county fair and other special event exhibits and
displays and develop specific units with interpre-
tative on-site opportunities. RONS Project Nos.
00011, 00014

Provide quality wildlife observation and photog-
raphy opportunities by identifying and develop-
ing a photo blind and observation deck on at
least one unit in each county. RONS Project Nos.
00011, 00014

Develop and implement a quality environmental
education program by hiring an outdoor recre-
ation specialist who will develop outdoor class-
room opportunities with all community educa-
tors. RONS Project No. 00011

Provide quality hunting opportunities by making
detailed hunting maps available and providing
safe and suitable parking and access into the
units. RONS Project No. 00008

Provide quality fishing opportunities by making
detailed fishing maps available and providing safe
and suitable parking, access and piers where
appropriate. RONS Project No. 00008

Allow only appropriate recreational opportuni-
ties.

Communicate key issues with off-site audiences
through county fair and other special event
exhibits as well as meetings with local units of
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Objective 6.2:

Objective 6.3:

Objective 6.4:

Objective 6.5:

Objective 6.6:

Objective 6.7:

Objective 6.8:

governments and various partner organizations.
RONS Project No. 00011.

Strategy 6.1.10: Build volunteer programs and partnerships with
refuge support groups. Explore opportunities
with qualified individuals to establish a Wetland
District Friends Group. RONS Project No.
00011

Each Wetland Management District should have a full-time
Public Use Specialist by the year 2005. RONS Project No. 00011

Each Wetland Management District should designate at least one
Waterfowl Production Area in each county that will be handi-
capped accessible. RONS Project No. 00014

Strategy 6.3.1: Coordinate development of these facilities with
DNR and other partners. Select units which are
the most diverse to support a multitude of
compatible uses which can be made accessible.
RONS Project Nos. 00011, 00014

Develop County maps for each Wetland Management District
that can be easily provided upon request from the public by the
2001.

Strategy 6.4.1: Utilize GIS technology to develop county specific
WPA. RONS Project No. 00008

Develop an outreach plan for each District, following the Public
Use Plan developed by Fergus Falls Wetland Management
District. Address internal (within the Service) and external
audiences by the year, 2003.

Strategy 6.5.1: Utilize Public Use Specialist skills to develop the
plan consistent with other districts. RONS
Project No. 00011

Promote greater understanding of the District program; imple-
ment the Public Use Plan for each District by the year 2003.

Provide 1000 environmental education visits per year on each
District by 2005.

Strategy 6.7.1: Hire Public Use Specialist who will work with all
community educators in establishing outdoor
classroom opportunities (also Strategy 20A5).
RONS Project No. 00011

Develop priority actions to be implemented by the Partners for
Fish and Wildlife Program with the strategies to be developed in
a joint effort by all districts by 2003 with the Morris Wetland
Management District taking the lead and responsible for the
documentation.
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Strategy 6.8.1: Develop a leaflet for public distribution which
clearly defines what the Service’s Partners for
Fish and Wildlife Program is and the resource
values of the program’s accomplishments. RONS
Project No. 00011

Strategy 6.8.2: 1dentify potential partners along with key
projects within priority work areas (Strategy
2A2) and develop project plan for grant or other
funding application. RONS Project No. 00011

Operations

Goal 7: Development Plan

Complete Geographic Information System (GIS) based WPA Development Plans for each unit in each
District. Provide Districts with GIS to assist with acquisition, restoration, management and protection of
public and private lands.

Objective 7.1: Each District will have its own computer support staff by 2003.

Strategy 7.1.1: Hire a computer specialist that will function for
the Big Stone National Wildlife Refuge as well as
the District. RONS Project No. 00008

Strategy 7.1.2: Hire or extend seasonal employee(s) to function
as GIS Data Entry Technician by 2003.

Strategy 7.1.3: Each Wetland Management District needs a GIS
administrator working full-time.

Strategy 7.1.4: Utilize GIS administrator/Computer specialist to
facilitate meeting Objectives A-D. RONS Project
No. 00008

Objective 7.2: Software Development. Develop and initiate use of a GIS
customized for Wetland District management in all appropriate
Minnesota field stations by 2001. RONS Project No. 00008

Objective 7.3: Data Entry. Complete entry of WPA and Easement ownership
boundaries by 2001. Enter habitat, facility and management
accomplishment layers for all Districts by 2002.

Goal 8: Support Staff, Facilities and Equipment

Provide necessary levels of maintenance, technician and administrative support staff to achieve other
Wetland Management District goals. Provide all Districts with adequate and safe office, maintenance and
equipment storage facilities Acquire adequate equipment and vehicles to achieve other District goals.
Maintain District equipment and vehicles at or above Service standards.

Objective 8.1: The staffing needs identified in this Comprehensive Conservation
Plan are added as identified elsewhere in the plan.
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Objective 8.2:

Objective 8.3:

Objective 8.4:

Objective 8.5:

Strategy 8.1.1: Hire biological technician, GIS specialist, hy-
drologist, resource specialist, interpretive
specialist and maintenance worker. RONS
Project Nos. 97003, 00006, 00007, 00011, 98012,
97018

Identify all buildings that do not meet Service standards or needs
by 2003.

Replace or modify all buildings that do not meet Service stan-
dards or needs by 2010.

Strategy 8.3.1: Select and develop site for maintenance and
equipment storage area within the Big Stone
Wetland District boundary. Current facility
exists at Big Stone National Wildlife Refuge well
outside the District. RONS Project No. 98010

Ensure that all Wetland District vehicles are replaced when their
mileage reaches normal industry replacement standards (6 years
or 60,000 miles).

Maintain a current inventory of all maintenance needs, updating
it annually.

Strategy 8.5.1: Develop funding and management strategy for
acquired lands which allows for a minimum of 25
percent of land base to be managed at or near
potential within 5 years, 50 percent in 10 years
and 100 percent in 15 years.

Strategy 8.5.2: Maintain current MMS project list and update
costs and priorities, annually.

Goal 9: Annual Capital Development Funds

Ensure that annual capital development funds are large enough to meet necessary development of new
WPA land: Have adequate funds available each year to permit completion of maintenance needs for each
Wetland Districts current land base of Waterfowl Production Areas.

Objective 9.1:

Objective 9.2:

Educate and provide adequate information to Regional, Washing-
ton, departmental and congressional staffs of need for capital
improvement funding of an ongoing acquisition program.

Strategy 9.1.1: Identify costs of adding new lands to 0&M
budgets.

The Refuge Supervisor will summarize accomplishments combin-
ing all Districts to demonstrate the work done through previous
funding.

Strategy 9.2.1: Use Refuge Comprehensive Accomplishment
Report database to report summary of accom-
plishments.
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Goal 10: Consistency

Develop and apply consistent policies for habitat, public use, and resource protection and ensure frequent
coordination among Districts, both in Minnesota and in neighboring states with WPAs (North and South
Dakota, lowa, and Wisconsin).

Objective 10.1:

Objective 10.2:

Objective 10.3:

Objective 10.4:

All existing WPAs will have Development Plans by 2005.

Strategy 10.1.1: Complete resource inventory of all existing
WPASs and easements by 2002 by hiring a biologi-
cal technician. RONS Project No. 97003

Ensure that newly acquired land receives timely, effective unit
planning to meet trust responsibilities within two years of taking
possession of area.

Strategy 10.2.1: Complete resource inventory of each newly
acquired tracts within first year after possession
with permanent biological technician. RONS
Project No. 97003

Strategy 10.2.2: Incorporate resource inventory data into com-
plete development plans with biological techni-
cian. RONS Project No. 97003

Quarterly coordination meetings for the Districts will be held to
discuss common issues and practices. The meetings will include
all District managers and District supervisors.

Once a year a regional meeting will be held to compare notes with
managers in Region 6 and other Wetland Management Districts
in Region 3 that are not included in this Comprehensive Conser-
vation Plan.
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Chapter 5: Plan Implementation

Essential Staffing, Mission-Critical Projects and Major
Maintenance Needs

The Service relies on two systems to track the needs of the Wetland Management
Districts and other units of the National Wildlife Refuge System. These systems are
the Refuge Operating Needs System and the Maintenance Management System.
Each station has scores of projects in each system, representing a need which is often
beyond the realities of funding. However, each station has identified its most critical
needs which form a realistic assessment of funding needed to meet many of the goals,
objectives, and strategies identified in the CCP. These needs also form the basis for
the President’s budget request to Congress. These critical needs are listed below in
the categories of essential staff, mission-critical projects, and major maintenance
projects. A complete listing of projects in the Operating Needs System is found in
Appendix F and it represents the long-term needs of Big Stone Wetland Management
District to operate at optimum levels. Note that the following figures include needs
for Big Stone National Wildlife Refuge. The staffing chart on the following page is for
Big Stone National Wildlife Refuge, which administers the Big Stone WMD.

Essential Staffing Needs
Biological technician
Biological technician
Visitor Services Specialist
Administrative Technician
Maintenance Worker
Maintenance Worker

Mission-Critical Projects

Provide Visitor Services through Interpretive Facilities
Native Prairie Restoration

Visitor Services and Biological Studies

American Bittern Bird Study

Water Level Management

Major Maintenance Projects

Replace fence around three quarries
Replace backhoe

Replace tractor

10 additional projects

Total: $2,399,000

Funding

The Refuge Operating Needs (RONS) projects identified in this plan describe new
projects and total $1,595,000 initial cost with annual recurring costs of $ 489,000
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Figure 10: Staffing Chart

Refuge Manager 5548513
32640

Refuge Ops Spec G5-455-11 Admin Tech G5-303-7 ‘Wildlife Biologist GS-456-11 Zone Fire Momt O ficer GS-401-12
Mairt Mech W3-47499 Fire Center Coord. Forestry Tech GS-462-10/11
ol zint Wiarker WG 4749-6 (Seasonal) Fire DizpatcherRange Tech G5455-5/5 (CSP 1T
Prescribed Fire Specialig GS-401-7/9

Range Tech GS-455 416 (CS)

These projects are in addition to the base operating budget of the District, which was
approximately $16,000 in fiscal year 2000. The projects are prioritized and will be
implemented as funding becomes available.

Step-down Management Plans

Step-Down Management Plans necessary to implement the direction of the CCP
include the following:

Plan Completion Date by December of:
Grassland Management Plan 2003
Inventory and Monitoring Plan 2003
Visitor Services Plan 2003
Wetland Management Plan 2004
Law Enforcement Plan 2005
Prescribed Burning Plan 2002

Partnership Opportunities

We plan to maintain and foster partnerships with Ducks Unlimited, Lyon County
Chapter Pheasants Forever, Buffalo Ridge Chapter Pheasants Forever, Minnesota
Department of Natural Resources, Southwest Sportsman Club, Redwood River
Sportsman’s Club, Minnkota Sportsman’s Club, Balaton Sportsman’s Club, Lake
Shaokatan Sportsman’s Club, Yellow Medicine County Chapter Pheasants Forever
and Minnesota Board of Water and Soil Resources.

Within the Private Lands Program, the Refuge maintains partnerships with Lyon and
Lincoln County Soil and Water Conservation Districts, and Natural Resources
Conservation Service. We will seek to develop partnerships with additional public and
private groups as opportunities arise.

Chapter 5 / Implementation and Monitoring

61



Monitoring and Evaluation

Monitoring is critical to successful implementation of this plan. Monitoring is neces-
sary to evaluate the progress toward objectives and to determine if conditions are
changing.

Accomplishment of the objectives described in this CCP will be
monitored annually by the District Manager’s supervisor. Successful
performance will be tied to the accomplishment of objectives that are
scheduled for that year. The public will be informed about the
activities of the District staff through news releases and information
on each District’s web site.

The techniques and details for monitoring related to specific objec-
tives will be specified in the Inventory and Monitoring Step Down
Plan.

Substantial changes are likely to occur within the Service and the
local community during the next 15 years. The Plan and its objec-
tives will be examined at least every 5 years to determine if any
modifications are necessary to meet the changing conditions.
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Appendix A
Authority And Legal Compliance

Wetland Management Districts Legal Mandate

The Migratory Bird Conservation Act was established on February 18, 1929, (45 Stat.
1222), as amended, 16 (U.S.C. 715d, 715e, 7151, to 715k and 7151 to 715r). The Act
provides for the acquisition of lands determined to be suitable as an inviolate sanctu-
ary for migratory birds.

The Migratory Bird Hunting Stamp Act of March 16, 1934 was amended in 1958 and
authorized the “...acquisition by gift, devise, lease, purchase, or exchange of, small
wetland and pothole areas, interest therein, and right-of-way to provide access
thereto. Such small areas to be designated as ‘Waterfowl Productions Areas’, may be
acquired without regard to the limitations and requirements of the Migratory Bird
Conservation Act,...”

“...As Waterfowl Production Areas” subject to “...all of the provisions of such
Act...except the inviolate sanctuary provisions....”16 U.S.C. 718(c) (Migratory Bird
Hunting and Conservation Stamp).

Mandate for FMHa Easements and Fee title Transfers. .”...for conservation pur-
poses...” 7 U.S.C. at 2002 (Consolidated Farm and Rural Development Act).

Legal Context

In addition to the 1958 Ammendment to the Migratory Bird Hunting and Conserva-
tion Stamp Act 16 U.S.C. 718 (d) (¢) and the National Wildlife Refuge System
Improvement Act of 1997, the legal and policy guidance for the operation of national
wildlife refuges are contained in the following documents or acts:

The work done by the Fish and Wildlife Service is largely mandated by a number of
laws (Acts) and Executive Orders which pertain to the conservation and protection of
natural and cultural resources. Those Acts and Executive Orders which are most
important in establishing and administering the Wetland Management Districts
(Districts) are listed below.

Migratory Bird Hunting and Conservation Stamp Act 16 U.S.C. 718 (d) (c)
National Wildlife Refuge System Improvement Act of 1997

Omnibus Parks and Public Lands Management Act of 1996 (Sec. 305, P.L. 104-333).
Title 50 of the Code of Federal Regulation, Subchapters B and C

Migratory Bird Hunting and Conservation Stamp Act (16 USC 718-718-h).
Migratory Bird Treaty Act of 1918 (16 USC 703-712).

National Environmental Policy Act of 1969 (PL 91-190, 42 USC 4321-4347).

Bald Eagle Protection Act of 1940 (16 USC 668-663d)

American Indian Religious Freedom Act (PL 95-341, [1978], 92 Stat. 42 USC 1996).
Antiquities Act (P.L. 59-209, approved 6/8/1906, 34 Stat. 225, 16 USC 431-433).
Reservoir Salvage Act, 16 USC 469).

Executive Order 13007 — Sacred Sites (5/24/1996).
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National Environmental Policy Act of 1969 (NEPA). The purposes of the NEPA
are to: declare a national policy which will encourage productive and enjoyable
harmony between man and his environment; promote efforts which will prevent or
eliminate damage to the environment and biosphere and stimulate the health and
welfare of man; enrich the understanding of the ecological systems and natural
resources important to the Nation; and establish a Council on Environmental Quality.

The Endangered Species Act of 1973, as amended. This Act ensures that projects
not affect the continued existence of any endangered or threatened species in the
project area or result in destruction or adverse modification of their critical habitats.

Executive Order 11988. E.O. 11988 directs Federal agencies to (1) avoid develop-
ment in the floodplain unless it is the only practical alternative, (2) reduce the hazards
and risks associated with floods, (3) minimize the impact of floods on human safety,
health, and welfare, and (4) restore and preserve the natural and beneficial values of
the floodplain.

Executive Order 11990. E.O. 11990 directs Federal agencies to (1) minimize destruc-
tion, loss, or degradation of wetlands and (2) preserve and enhance the natural and
beneficial values of wetlands when a practical alternative exists.

Executive Order 12372 (Intergovernmental Review of Federal Programs). In
compliance, the Service will send copies of the Environmental Assessment to State
Planning Agencies for review.

Executive Order 12996 (Management and General Public Use of the National
Wildlife Refuge System). E.O. 12996 provides directives to the Secretary of the
Interior on compatible wildlife-dependent recreational activities (hunting, fishing,
wildlife observation, photography, environmental education, and interpretation).

The Archeological Resources Protection Act of 1979. Section 14 of the Archaeo-
logical Resources Protection Act of 1979 requires an inventory program of all Federal
lands. This Act expands upon the Antiquities Act to protect all archeological sites
more than 100 years old on Federal land, and to ensure that archeological investiga-
tions on Federal land are performed in the public interest by qualified persons.

Uniform Relocation and Assistance and Real Property Acquisition Policies Act of
1970, as amended. This Act provides for uniform and equitable treatment of persons
who sell their homes, businesses, or farms to the Service. The Act requires that any
purchase offer be no less than the fair market value of the property.

The National Historic Preservation Act of 1966, as amended; Executive Order
11593 (Protection and Enhancement of the Cultural Environment); and Title 36,
Code of Federal Regulations, Part 800 (Protection of Historic Properties).
Section 106 of the National Historic Preservation Act of 1966 requires Federal
agencies to consider the effects of their undertaking on properties meeting criteria for
the National Register of Historic Places. The regulations in 36 CFR Part 800 de-
scribe how Federal agencies are to identify historic properties, determine effect on
significant historic properties, and mitigate adverse effects. Section 110 of the 1966
Act codifies the salient elements from E.O. 11593, “to ensure that historic preserva-
tion is fully integrated into ongoing programs and missions of Federal agencies.”
Section 110 also requires each Federal agency to establish a program leading to
inventory of all historic properties on its lands.
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The Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act of 1990. Directs
Federal agencies to protect Native American human remains and associated burial
items located on or removed from Federal land.

Federal Farmland Protection Policy Act of 1981, as amended. The Act, is intended
to minimize the extent to which a project would contribute to the conversion of
farmland to nonagricultural uses.

Clean Water Act (Section 401 and 404). Section 404 of the Act is intended to
protect access to and quality of the nation’s waters by preventing the unnecessary loss
of wetlands and other sensitive aquatic areas. Section 401 of the Act requires water
quality certification prior to the issuance of a 404 permit and for other activities
discharging into a water body.

Rivers and Harbor Act (Section 10 of 1899). Section 10 of this Act regulates the
placement of fill in navigable waters of the United States.

Refuge Revenue Sharing Act of 1935, as amended. This act requires revenue
sharing provisions to all fee-title ownerships that are administered solely or primarily
by the Secretary through the Service.

Migratory Bird Conservation Act of 1929. The Act established the Migratory Bird
Conservation Commission which consists of the Secretaries of the Interior (chairman),
Agriculture, and Transportation, two members from the House of Representatives,
and an ex-officio member from the state in which a project is located. The Commis-
sion approves acquisition of land and water, or interests therein, and sets the priori-
ties for acquisition of lands by the Secretary for sanctuaries or for other management
purposes. Under this Act, to acquire lands, or interests therein, the state concerned
must consent to such acquisition by legislation. Such legislation has been enacted by
most states.

Archaeological and Historic Preservation Act of 1974. This Act amends the
Reservoir Salvage Act of 1960 to expand its provisions to the preservation of historic
and archaeological data in all Federal or federally assisted or licensed construction
projects that might otherwise be lost. This Act directs Federal agencies to notify the
Secretary of the Interior whenever they find a Federal or federally assisted, licensed
or permitted project may cause loss or destruction of significant scientific, prehistorie
or archaeological data. Funds may be appropriated, donated and/or transferred for
the recovery, protection and preservation of such data.

Fish and Wildlife Act of 1956. This Act initially established the Fish and Wildlife
Service underthe Assistant Secretary for Fish and Wildlife and a Commissioner for
Fish and Wildlife. The Service consisted of the Bureau of Sport Fisheries and Wildlife
and a Bureau of Commercial Fisheries, each having a Director. In 1970, the Bureau of
Commercial Fisheries was transferred to the Department of Commerce. The Act was
amended by Public Law 93-271 to abolish the office of Commissioner and establish the
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service under a Director. Under this Act, the Secretary is au-
thorized to take such steps as may be required for the development, advancement,
management, conservation, and protection of fish and wildlife resources including but
not limited to research, development of existing facilities, and acquisition by purchase
or exchange of land and water or interests therein. The Act also authorizes the
Service to accept gifts of real or personal property for its benefit and use in perform-
ing its activities and services. Such gifts qualify under Federal income, estate, or gift
tax laws as a gift to the United States.

Appendix A: Authority and Legal Compliance
69



Fish and Wildlife Improvement Act of 1978. This act was passed to improve the
administration of fish and wildlife programs and amends several earlier laws including
the Refuge Recreation Act, the National Wildlife Refuge System Administration Act,
and the Fish and Wildlife Act of 1956. It authorizes the Secretary to accept gifts and
bequests of real and personal property on behalf of the United States. It also autho-
rizes the use of volunteers on Service projects and appropriations to carry out a
volunteer program.

Land and Water Conservation Fund Act of 1965. This Act provides funding
through receipts from the sale of surplus Federal land, appropriations from oil and gas
receipts from the outer continental shelf, and other sources for land acquisition under
several authorities. Appropriations from the Fund may be used for matching grants
to states for outdoor recreation projects and for land acquisition by various Federal
agencies, including the Fish and Wildlife Service.

National Wildlife Refuge System Administration Act of 1966. This Act defines the
National Wildlife Refuge System as including wildlife refuges, areas for the protection
and conservation of fish and wildlife which are threatened with extinction, wildlife
ranges, game ranges, wildlife management areas, and waterfowl production areas.
The Secretary is authorized to permit any use of an area provided such use is compat-
ible with the major purposes for which such area was established. The purchase
consideration for rights-of-way go into the Migratory Bird Conservation Fund for the
acquisition of lands. By regulation, up to 40 percent of an area acquired for a migra-
tory bird sanctuary may be opened to migratory bird hunting unless the Secretary
finds that the taking of any species of migratory game birds in more than 40 percent
of such area would be beneficial to the species. The Act requires an Act of Congress
for the divestiture of lands in the system, except (1) lands acquired with Migratory
Bird Conservation Commission funds, and (2) lands can be removed from the system
by land exchange, or if brought into the system by a cooperative agreement, then
pursuant to the terms of the agreement.

Refuge Recreation Act of 1962. This Act authorizes the Secretary of the Interior to
administer refuges, hatcheries, and other conservation areas for recreational use,
when such uses do not interfere with the areas’ primary purposes. It authorizes
construction and maintenance of recreational facilities and the acquisition of land for
incidental fish and wildlife oriented recreational development or protection of natural
resources. It also authorizes the charging of fees for public use.
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Appendix B
Priority Bird Species

Appendix B contains a list of bird species that occur within the Big Stone WMD and
have been designated as species of concern at three geographic scales.

(1) Region 3’s Resource Conservation Priorities list includes rare/declining, federally-
listed, recreationally important, and superabundant bird species that are of high
concern in the Upper Midwest.

(2) The U. S. Fish and Wildlife Service’s Birds of Conservation Concern list identifies
priority species at the Bird Conservation Region (BCR) level (BCRs are ecological
regions designated as conservation planning units by the North American Bird
Conservation Initiative); the Big Stone WMD lies within BCR(s) 3 and 11.

(3) Bird species within the WMD that are on the Minnesota Department of Natural
Resources list of endangered, threatened, and special concern species are noted
because the Service and the DNR share management responsibility for them. The
bird species on these collective lists are those that are of highest concern within the
Big Stone WMD, and by focusing on these species, the WMD will address local,
regional, and national priorities.
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PRIORITY BIRD SPECIES OF THE BIG STONE WETLAND MANAGEMENT DISTRICT

USFWS
REGION 3] BCR11 | MN
SPECIES 2002 RCP| 2002 BCC| DNR

Common Loon X

Horned Grebe X

American White Pelican X

Double-crested Cormorant

American Bittern

Least Bittern

Black-crowned Night-Heron

Snow Goose

Canada Goose (residents)

Canada Goose (migrants)

Trumpeter Swan

Wood Duck

Mallard

Blue-winged Teal

Northern Pintail

Canvasback

Lesser Scaup

Bald Eagle

Northern Harrier

Northern Goshawk

Red-shouldered Hawk

Swainson's Hawk

Peregrine Falcon

x

Yellow Rail

XXX PIX XXX IX XX XX XXX |X]|X|X]|X]|X]|X]|X

King Rail

X |IX XX

Piping Plover

Greater Yellowlegs

x

Solitary Sandpiper X

Willet

x

Upland Sandpiper

x

Whimbrel

Hudsonian Godwit

X |X XX

Marbled Godwit

Sanderling

X |IX X |X

White-rumped Sandpiper

Stilt Sandpiper

Buff-breasted Sandpiper

Short-billed Dowitcher

American Woodcock

XXX |X|X

Wilson's Phalarope

Franklin's Gull

Common Tern

X |X XX

Forster's Tern

Black Tern

Black-billed Cuckoo

Long-eared Owl

XXX X |X|X

Short-eared Owl




PRIORITY BIRD SPECIES OF THE BIG STONE WETLAND MANAGEMENT DISTRICT

USFWS
REGION 3| BCR 11 MN
SPECIES 2002 RCP| 2002 BCC] DNR
Whip-poor-will

Red-headed Woodpecker

Northern Flicker

Olive-sided Flycatcher

Loggerhead Shrike

Sedge Wren

Wood Thrush

Golden-winged Warbler

Connecticut Warbler

Canada Warbler

Field Sparrow

Grasshopper Sparrow

Henslow's Sparrow

LeConte's Sparrow

XXX X XXX XXX |X[X|[X]|X]|X

Nelson's Sharp-tailed Sparrow

XX XX |X

Chestnut-collard Longspur

Dickcissel

Bobolink

Western Meadowlark

XXX |X

Orchard Oriole

KEY

REGION 3 2002 RCP: Species is on the U. S. Fish and Wildlife Service's 2002 Regional
Resource Conservation Priorities list.

BCR 11 2002 BCC: Species is on the U. S. Fish and Wildlife Service's 2002 Birds of
Conservation Concern list for the Prairie Potholes Bird Conservation Region (BCR 11).

MN DNR: Species is on the Minnesota Department of Natural Resources species of
concern list.
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Big Stone Wetland Management District

Plant Species List

Grasses

Agrostis alba

Agrostis stolonifera var. palustris
Agropyron repens
Andropogon gerardi
Andropogon scoparius
Bouteloua curtipendula
Bouteloua gracilis
Bouteloua hirsuta
Bromus inermus
Calamagrostis inexpansa
Calamovilfa longifolia
Distichlis stricta
Elymus canadensis
Ergrostis spp.

Hordeum jubatum
Hordeum pusillum
Koeleria pyramidata
Leersia oryzoides
Muhlenbergia cuspidata
Muhlenbergia richardsonis
Panicum virgatum
Phalaris arundinacea
Phleum pratense
Phragmites australis
Phragmites communis
Poa arida

Poa pratensis
Puccinella nuttaliana
Sorghastrum nutans
Spartina pectinata
Sporobolus heterolepis
Stipa comata

Stipa spartea

Aquatic Monocots
Carex atherodes

Ceratophyllum demersum
Juncus spp.

Lemmna spp.
Myriophyllum spp.

Aquatic Monocots (cont.)

Nelumbo lutea
Nympyhae spp
Potemogeton spp.
Ranunculus spp.
Sagittaria latifolia
Scirpus acutus

Red top

Creeping bent
Quackgrass

Big bluestem
Little bluestem
Side-oats grama
Blue grama

Hairy grama
Smooth brome grass
Bluejoint spp.
Sand reedgrass
Salt grass

Canada wild rye
Lovegrass

Foxtail barley
Little barley
Junegrass

Rice cutgrass
Plains muhly

Mat muhly
Switchgrass

Reed canary grass
Timothy

Plume grass

Flag grass

Plains bluegrass/bunch speargrass
Kentucky bluegrass
Alkali grass
Indiangrass
Prairie cordgrass
Prairie dropseed
Needle and Thread
Porcupine grass

Sedge
Coontail
Rushes
Duckweeds
Milfoil

American Lotus
White water lily
Pondweeds
Aquatic buttercup
Arrowhead
Hardstem bulrush
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Scirpus americanus
Scirpus fluviatalus
Scirpus validus
Sparganium spp.

Utriclaria vularis var.americana

Typha angustifolia
Typha latifolia
Vallisineria spp.
Zizania aquatica

Trees and Shrubs

Acer negundo

Acer saccharnium
Amorpha canescens
Amorpha fruticosa
Cephalanthus occidentalis
Cornus stolonifera
Crataegus priunoso
Elaeagnus angustifolia
Fraxinus pennsylvanica
Juglans niger

Populus deltoides
Prunus americana
Prunus virginiana
Querus macrocarpa
Quercus rubra

Rhus glabra

Ribes americanum
Rosa spp.

Rubus spp.

Salix amygdaloides
Salix exigua

Salix nigra

Ulmus americana
Ulmus pumula
Symphoricarpos occidentalis

Vines
Vitus riparia

Forbs

Achillea millegolium
Allium cernuum
Allium stellatum
Ambrosia artemistifolia
Anemone canadensis
Anemone cylindrica
Apocynum cannabinum
Aquilegia canadensis
Artemisia campestris
Artemisia ludoviciana
Asclepias amplexicaulis
Asclepia syriaca

Three-square bulrush
River bulrush
Softstem bulrush
Burreed

Greater bladderwort
Narrow-leaved cattail
Broad-leaved cattail
Wild celery

Wild Rice

Box elder

Siver maple

Lead plant

False indigo
Buttonbrush
Red-osier dogwood
Frosted hawthorne
Russian olive
Green ash

Black walnut
Cottonwood

Wild plum
Chokecherry

Bur oak

Northern red oak
Smooth sumac
Currant

Wild rose
Raspberry
Peach-leaved willow
Sandbar willow
Black willow
American elm
Siberian elm
Wolfberry/Snowberry

Riverbank grape

Yarrow

Nodding wild onion
Prairie onion
Common ragweed
Meadow anemone
Thimbleweed
Indian hemp
Columbine
Wormwood

White sage

Sand milkweed
Common milkweed
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Aster ericoides

Aster lanceolatus (simplex)
Aster oblongifolius

Aster sericeus

Bidens spp.

Botrychium campestre
Brassica nigra

Caltha palustris

Castilleja sessiliflora
Chrysopsts villosa
Chrysopsis camporum
Cicuta maculata

Cirsium arvense

Cirsium spp.

Convolvulus arvensis
Convolvulus sepium
Cuscuta gronovii and/or pentagona
Cypripedium candidum
Dalea candida

Dalea purpureum

Dalea villosa

Delphinium carolinianum
Echinacea angustifolia
Equisetum hyemale
Equisetum laevigatum
Erigeron strigosus
Eupatorium maculatum
Eupatorium perfoliatum/altissimum
Euphorbia podperae

Forbs (cont.)

Galiuwm concinnum
Gaura longiflora
Gentiana andrewsii
Gentiana puberulenta
Geum triflorum
Glechoma hederacea
Glycycrrhiza lepidota
Grindelia squarrosa
Haplopappus spinulosus
Helianthus grosseserratus
Helianthus pauciflorus
Heuchera richardsonii
Hydrophyllum virginianum
Hypouxis hirsuta

Lactuca canadensis
Lepidium virginicum
Liatris aspera

Liastris punctata

Lilium philadelphicum
Lithospermum canescens
Lithospermum incisum
Lobelia spicata
Medicago lupulina

Heath/White aster
Panicled aster
Aromatic aster

Silky aster
Beggarticks

Prairie moonwort
Mustard

Marsh marigold
Downy painted cup/paintbrush
Golden aster

Prairie golden-aster
Water hemlock
Canada thistle
Native thistle spp.
Field bindweed
Hedge bindweed
Prairie dodder
White lady’s slipper
White prairie clover
Purple prairie clover
Silky prairie clover
Prairie larkspur
Purple coneflower
Scouring rush
Smooth horsetail
Daisy fleabane
Spotted joe pye weed
Common/Tall boneset
Leafy spurge

Shining bedstraw
Large-flowered gaura
Closed/Bottle gentian
Downy gentian
Prairie smoke

(alien) Ground ivy
Wild licorice
Gumweed

Cutleaf ironplant
Saw-toothed sunflower
Prairie sunflower
Prairie alum-root
Virginia waterleaf
Yellow star grass
Wild lettuce

Wild pepper-grass
Rough blazing star
Dotted blazing star
Prairie lily

Hoary puccoon
Fringed puccoon

Pale spiked lobelia
Black medic
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Medicago sativa
Melilotus officinalis
Melilotus alba

Mentha arvensis
Monarda fistulosa
Onosmodium molle
Pedicularis lanceolata
Pedicularis canadensis
Pediomelum argophylla
Pediomelum esculentum
Penstemon cobea
Penstemon grandiflorus
Pentemon pallidus
Phlox glaberrima
Plantago spinulosa
Polygonum coccineum
Polygonum pensylvanicum
Polygonum punctatum
Polygonum tenue
Portulacea oleracea
Potentilla anserina

Forbs (cont.)

Potentilla arguta
Potentilla paradoxa
Prenanthes alba
Prenanthes racemosa
Pulsatilla patens
Ranunculus spp.
Ratibida colummnifera
Ratibida pinnata

Rhus radicans
Rudbeckia hirta

Rumex crispus

Rumex altissimus
Silphium perfoliatum
Silphium terebinthinaceum
Solanum nigrum
Solidago canadensis
Solidago gigantea
Solidago juncea
Solidago nemoralis
Solidago ridellii
Solidago rigida
Sonchus arvensis (alien)
Sonchus asper (alien)
Sisyrinchium campestre
Talinum teretifolium
Thalictrum dasycarpum
Tradescantia virginiana
Tragopogon dubius
Trifolium pratense
Urtica dioica

Verbena hastata

Alfalfa

Yellow sweet-clover
White sweet-clover

Wild mint

Wild bergamot

False gromwell

Swamp lousewort

Wood betony

Silverleaf scurf-pea
Prairie turnip (breadroot)
Showy beard tongue
Large-flowered beard tongue
Pale beard tongue

Marsh phlox
Large-bracted/Sand Plantain
Smartweed

Pinkweed

White smartweed

Slim knotweed

Purslane

Silverweed

Prairie/Tall cinquefoil
Bushy cinquefoil
White lettuce
Rattlesnake root
Pasque flower
Buttercup

Prairie coneflower
Gray-headed coneflower
Poison ivy

Black-eyed susan
Curly dock

Pale dock

Cup plant

Prairie dock

Black nightshade
Canada goldenrod
Late goldenrod

Early goldenrod
Oldfield goldenrod
Riddell’s goldenrod
Hard-leaved goldenrod
Field sow-thistle
Spiny-leaved sow-thistle
Prairie blue-eyed grass
Fame flower

(Purple) Meadow rue
Virginia spiderwort
Meadow goat’s beard
Red clover

Stinging nettle

Blue vervain
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Verbena stricta
Vernonia fasciculata
Vicia americana
Viola canadensis
Viola pubescens
Viola soroia
Zigadenus elegans
Zizia aurea

Cacti
Opuntia compressa

Ferns
Chetlanthes llanosa

Hoary vervain
Common ironweed
American vetch
White Canada violet
Downy yellow violet
Woolly blue violet
White camass
Golden Alexander

Prickly pear cactus

Hairy-lip fern
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Big Stone Wetland Management District

Mammals List
(sixty two species)

Badger - Taxidea taxus

Beaver - Castor canadensis

Big Brown Bat - eptesicus fuscus

Boreal Redback Vole - Clethrionomys gapperi
Buffalo- Bison bison (domestic herds)

Coyote - Canus latrans

Deer Mouse - Peromyscus maniculatus
Eastern Mole - Scalopus aquaticus

Eastern Spotted Skunk - Spilogale putorius
Eastern Cottontalil - Sylvilagus floridanus
Eastern Chipmunk - Tamias striatus

Eastern Fox Squirrel - Sciurus niger

Eastern Gray Squirrel - Sciurus carolinensis
Eastern Pipistrel - Pipistellus subflaus

Elk - Cervus elaphus (domestic herds)
Franklin’s Ground Squirrel - Spermophilus franklinii
Gray Fox - Urocyon cinereoargenteus

Hoary Bat - Lasiurus cinereus

House Mouse - Mus musculus (exotic)

Keen Myotis - Myotis keenii

Least Weasel - Mustela nivalis

Least Shrew - Cryptotis parva

Little Brown Bat - Myotis lucifugus
Long-tailed Weasel - Mustela frenata

Lynx - Lynx canadensis

Masked Shrew - Sorex cinereus

Meadow Vole - Microtus pennsylvanicus
Meadow Jumping Mouse - Zapus hudsonius
Mink - Mustela vison

Moose - Alces alces

Mule Deer - Odocoileus hemionus

Muskrat - Ondatra zibethicus

Northern Water Shrew - Sorex palustris
Northern Grasshopper Mouse - Onychomys leucogaster
Norway Rat - Rattus norvegicus (exotic)
Pigmy Shrew - Microsorex hoyi

Plains Pocket Gopher - Geomys bursarius
Plains Pocket Mouse - Perognathus flavescens
Prairie Vole - Microtus ochrogaster

Prairie Deer Mouse - Peromyscus maniculatus
Raccoon - Procyon lotor

Red Fox - Vulpes vulpes

Red Bat - Lasiurus borealis

Red Squirrel - Tamiasciurus hudsonicus
Richardson’s Ground Squirrel - Spermophilus richardsonii
River Otter - Lutra canadensis

Short-tailed Shrew - Blarina brevicauda
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Short-tailed Weasel - Mustela erminea

Silver-haired Bat - Lasionycteris noctivagans
Southern Red-backed Vole - Clethrionomys gapperi
Southern Bog Lemming - Synaptomys cooperi
Southern Flying Squirrel - Glaucomys volans

Spotted skunk - Mephitis mephitis

Star-nosed Moles - Condylura cristata

Stripped Skunk - Mephitis mephitis

Thirteen-lined Ground Squirrel - Spermophilus tridecemlineatus
Virginia Opossum - Didelphis virginiana

Western Harvest Mouse - Reithrodontomys megalotis
White-footed Mouse - Peromyscus leucopus
White-tailed Deer - Odocoileus virginianus

Whitetail Jackrabbit - Lepus townsendii

Woodchuck - Marmota monax
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Big Stone Wetland Management District

Reptile and Amphibian List
(twenty nine species)
REPTILES

Bullsnake, Gopher Snake - Pituophis melanoleucus
Common Snapping Turtle - Chelydra serpentina
Eastern Hognose Snake - Heterodon platyrhinos
Five-Lined Skink - Eumeces fasciatus

Gray Treefrog - Hyla versicolor

Northern Red bellied Snake - Storeria occipitomaculata
Northern Prairie Skink - Eumeces septentrionalis
Red-Sided Garter Snake - Thammnophis sirtalis
Texas Brown Snake - Storeria dekay:

Western Fox Snake- Elaphe vulpina

Western Plains Garter Snake - Thamnophis radix
Western Smooth Green Snake - Opheodrys vernalis
Western Spiny Softshell Turtle - Trionyx spiniferus
Western Hognose Snake - Heterodon nasicus
Western Painted Turtle - Chrysemys picta

AMPHIBIANS

American Toad - Bufo americanus

Blue-spotted Salamander - Ambystoma laterale
Boreal Chorus Frog - Pseudacris trieriata maculata
Canadian Toad - Bufo hemiophrys

Eastern Gray Treefrog - Hyla versicolor

Eastern Tiger Salamander - Ambystoma tigrinum
Gray Tiger Salamander - Ambystoma tigrinum diaboli
Great Plains Toad - Bufo cognatus

Green Frog - Rana clamitans

Mink Frog - Rana septentrionalis

Mudpuppy - Necturus maculosus

Northern Leopard Frog - Rana pipiens

Northern Spring Peeper - Hyla crucifer

Western Chorus Frog - Pseudacris triseriata

Big Stone Wetland Management District
86



Big Stone Wetland Management District Bird List
(287 species)

Abbreviations used in the checklist:

a = Abundant - Common species that is numerous

¢ = Common - Certain to be seen or heard in suitable habitat
u = Uncommon - Present, but not certain to be seen

r = Rare - Seen at intervals of 2 to 5 years

ac = Accidental

* = Species that nests in the District

Spring Summer Fall Winter
Common Loon * ¢ ¢ ¢ ac
Pied-billed Grebe * ¢ ¢ ¢ r
Horned Grebe ¢ u
Red-necked Grebe * ¢ ¢ u
Eared Grebe * u u u
Western Grebe * ¢ u ¢
Clark’s Grebe * ac r ac
American White Pelican* a ¢ ¢
Double-crested Cormorant *  a a a
American Bittern * u u r
Least Bittern * r u r
Great Blue Heron * ¢ ¢ ¢ r
Great Egret * c c c
Snowy Egret u u ac
Little Blue Heron ac
Cattle Egret * u r r
Green Heron * ¢ ¢ u
Black-crowned Night Heron * u c u
Yellow-crowned Night Heron ac
White-faced Ibis ac
Turkey Vulture * u u u
Greater White-fronted Goose u r
Snow Goose ¢ u r
Ross’s Goose ac ac
Canada Goose * a a a a
Mute Swan ac ac
Trumpeter Swan r ac ac
Tundra Swan a ac a ac
Wood Duck * ¢ ¢ ¢ ac
Gadwall * ¢ u ¢ ac
American Wigeon * c u c
American Black Duck ac ac u
Mallard * a a a a
Blue-winged Teal * a a a
Cinnamon Teal r r
Northern Shoveler * ¢ ¢ ¢
Northern Pintail * u u u
Green-winged Teal * c u c
Canvasback * ¢ u ¢
Redhead * ¢ ¢ ¢
Ring-necked Duck * a c c
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Spring Summer Fall Winter

Greater Scaup u

Lesser Scaup * a u c

Surf Scoter ac ac
White-winged Scoter ac ac

Black Scoter ac ac
Long-tail Duck ac ac
Bufflehead

Common Goldeneye
Hooded Merganser *
Common Merganser
Red-breasted Merganser
Ruddy Duck *

Osprey *

Bald Eagle *

Northern Harrier *
Sharp-shinned Hawk
Cooper’s Hawk *
Northern Goshawk
Red-shouldered Hawk
Broad-winged Hawk
Swainson’s Hawk *
Red-tailed Hawk *
Rough-legged Hawk u u r
Ferruginous Hawk
Golden Eagle

American Kestrel *
Merlin

Gyrfaleon

Peregrine Falcon
Prairie Falcon

Gray Partridge *
Ring-necked Pheasant *
Greater Prairie Chicken *
Wild Turkey *

Yellow Rail *

Virginia Rail *

Sora *

Common Moorhen
American Coot *
Sandhill Crane
Black-bellied Plover
American Golden Plover
Semipalmated Plover
Killdeer *

American Avocet
Greater Yellowlegs
Lesser Yellowlegs
Solitary Sandpiper
Willet

Spotted Sandpiper *
Upland Sandpiper *
Whimbrel
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Spring Summer Fall Winter

Hudsonian Godwit u u
Marbled Godwit * c u u

Ruddy Turnstone u u
Sanderling u u
Semipalmated Sandpiper ¢ ¢
Western Sandpiper ac

Least Sandpiper c c
White-rumped Sandpiper u u

Baird’s Sandpiper u u
Pectoral Sandpiper c c

Dunlin c u

Stilt Sandpiper u u
Buff-breasted Sandpiper r

Short-billed Dowitcher c c
Long-billed Dowitcher u u
Common Snipe * c c c ac
American Woodcock * u u u
Wilson’s Phalarope * c u c
Red-necked Phalarope u u
Franklin’s Gull a r a
Bonaparte’s Gull ¢ r ¢
Ring-billed Gull a c a
Herring Gull u r u
Glaucous Gull ac ac
Sabine’s Gull ac ac
California Gull ac

Caspian Tern u r u
Common Tern r ac r
Forster’s Tern * ¢ ¢ ¢

Black Tern * c c c

Rock Dove * a a a a
Mourning Dove * c a a r
Black-billed Cuckoo * r u r
Yellow-billed Cuckoo * r r r
Eastern Screech Owl * u u u u
Great Horned Owl * c c c c
Snowy Owl u u r
Barred Owl * u u u u
Long-eared Owl r r r r
Short-eared Owl * u u u ac
Northern Saw-whet Owl r r r
Common Nighthawk * c a c
Whip-poor-will u u u
Chimney Swift * c c c
Ruby-throated Hummingbird * u c u

Belted Kingfisher * c c c r
Red-Headed Woodpecker * u ¢ u
Red-bellied Woodpecker * u u u u
Yellow-bellied Sapsucker * c c c

Downy Woodpecker * ¢ ¢ ¢ ¢
Hairy Woodpecker * c c c c
Northern Flicker * c c c r
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Spring Summer Fall Winter

Pileated Woodpecker *

Olive-sided Flycatcher

Eastern Wood Pewee *

Yellow-bellied Flycatcher

Alder Flycatcher *

Willow Flycatcher *

Least Flycatcher *

Eastern Phoebe *

Say’s Phoebe *

Great Crested Flycatcher *

Western Kingbird *

Eastern Kingbird *

Loggerhead Shrike *

Northern Shrike

Yellow-throated Vireo *

Blue-headed Vireo

Warbling Vireo *

Philadelphia Vireo

Red-eyed Vireo *

Gray Jay

Blue Jay *

American Crow *

Common Raven

Horned Lark *

Purple Martin *

Tree Swallow *

Northern Rough-winged
Swallow *

Bank Swallow *

CIliff Swallow *

Barn Swallow *

Black-capped Chickadee *

Boreal Chickadee ac

u u u
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Red-breasted Nuthatch u u u
White-breasted Nuthatch ¢ ¢ ¢ ¢
Brown Creeper * u r u u
House Wren * ¢ ¢ ¢

Winter Wren r r

Sedge Wren * c c c

Marsh Wren * ¢ ¢ ¢
Golden-crowned Kinglet c c r
Ruby-crowned Kinglet ¢ ¢ ac
Blue-gray Gnatcatcher * u u u

Eastern Bluebird * ¢ ¢ ¢
Townsend’s Solitaire ac ac
Veery * c c u
Gray-cheeked Thrush u u
Swainson’s Thrush ¢ ¢

Hermit Thrush u u ac
Wood Thrush * r

American Robin * a a u

Varied Thrush ac



Gray Catbird *
Northern Mockingbird
Brown Thrasher *
European Starling *
American Pipit
Sprague’s Pipit
Bohemian Waxwing
Cedar Waxwing *
Blue-winged Warbler
Golden-winged Warbler
Tennessee Warbler
Orange-crowned Warbler
Nashville Warbler
Northern Parula
Yellow Warbler *
Chestnut-sided Warbler
Magnolia Warbler

Cape May Warbler

Black-throated Blue Warbler

Yellow-rumped Warbler

Black-throated Green Warbler

Blackburnian Warbler
Pine Warbler

Palm Warbler
Bay-breasted Warbler
Blackpoll Warbler
Cerulean Warbler
Black-and-white Warbler
American Redstart *
Prothonotary Warbler
Ovenbird *

Northern Waterthrush
Connecticut Warbler
Mourning Warbler
Common Yellowthroat *
Wilson’s Warbler
Canada Warbler

Scarlet Tanager *
Spotted Towhee
Eastern Towhee
American Tree Sparrow
Chipping Sparrow *
Clay-colored Sparrow *
Field Sparrow *

Vesper Sparrow *

Lark Sparrow
Savannah Sparrow *
Grasshopper Sparrow *
Henslow’s Sparrow *
Le Conte’s Sparrow *

Nelson’s Sharp-tailed Sparrow

Fox Sparrow
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Spring Summer Fall Winter

Song Sparrow *
Lincoln’s Sparrow
Swamp Sparrow *
White-throated Sparrow
Harris’ Sparrow
White-crowned Sparrow
Dark-eyed Junco
Lapland Longspur
Smith’s Longspur

Snow Bunting

Lark Bunting

Northern Cardinal *
Rose-breasted Grosbeak *
Blue Grosbeak

Indigo Bunting *
Dickcissel *

Bobolink *

Red-winged Blackbird *
Eastern Meadowlark *
Western Meadowlark *
Yellow-headed Blackbird *
Rusty Blackbird
Brewer’s Blackbird *
Common Grackle *
Brown-headed Cowbird *
Orchard Oriole *
Baltimore Oriole *

Pine Grosbeak

Purple Finch *

House Finch *

Red Crossbill
White-winged Crossbill
Common Redpoll

Hoary Redpoll

Pine Siskin

American Goldfinch *
Evening Grosbeak
House Sparrow *
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Appendix D: National Wetlands Inventory — Minnesota
Counties Wetland Types
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National Wetlands Inventory — Minnesota Counties Wetland Types

County

Becker

Big Stone
Blue Earth
Brown
Chippewa
Clay
Clearwater
Cottonwood
Douglas
Faribault
Freeborn
Grant
Jackson
Kandiyohi
Kittson

Lac qui Parle

LeSueur

Lincoln
Lyon
Mahnomen
Marshall
Martin
McLeod
Meeker
Murray
Nicollet
Nobles
Norman
Otter Tail
Pennington
Pipestone
Polk

Pope

Total
Wetland
(small,
shallow
wetlands)

149,248
59,347
23,577
16,498
11,401
30,483
104,255
12,700
95,323
9,975
18,681
35,696
22,129
82,499
49,981
26,751

42,417
20,988

16,105
48,206
112,892
21,434
37,088
65,308
21,703
20,949
10,946
14,176
261,870
22,759
4,760
78,325

72,474

Palustrine
Acres

73,056
44,475
14,542
11,431
7,843
25,600
87,146
7,078
44,819
5,702
9,762
19,265
11,783
44,939
49,094
18,653
27,703
14,557
11,930
34,050
102,291
10,503
29,760
44,874
13,094
15,200
6,934
12,465
114,210
21,097
4,520
60,479

48,011

%

34
70
48
52
52
68
47
50
42
51

50
50
50
48
69
59

61
66

64
51
50
45
75
58
56
57
60
60
33
67
87
57

50

Riverine
Acres

260
71
2,723
1,516
853
916
452
506

203
806

192
97

734
57

352
594
580

11
476
1,301
24
50
416

1,340
46

1,544
1,132
1,253
83

2,608

55

%

<1

<1

[\ R

<1

<1

<1

<1

<1

<1

<1

Lacustrine
Acres

(Lakes and
deep water
reservoirs)

75,932
14,801
6,312
3,551
2,705
3,967
16,657
5,116
50,301
3,467

8,727
16,334
9,612
37,503
535
7,504
14,134
6,428
4,164
13,680
9,300
10,907
7278
20,518
8,600
4,409
3,916
167
146,538
409
152
15,238

29,408

%

35
23
21
16
18
10

36
47
31

42
41
40

24

31
29

22
20

46
18
26
37
17
33

43
1
3
14

34
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National Wetlands Inventory — Minnesota Counties Wetland Types

County Total Palustrine % Riverine %

Wetland Acres Acres

(small,

shallow

wetlands)
Red Lake 9,521 7,832 54 1,450 10
Redwood 8,204 7,171 66 728 7
Renville 17,856 14,937 72 713 3
Rock 3,383 2,422 59 848 21
Roseau 133,897 131,076 37 633 <1
Sibley 27,241 21,758 71 55 2
Steele 6,344 5,293 69 99 1
Stevens 26,832 19,610 68 304 1
Swift 24,752 19,695 64 449 1
Traverse 28,009 20,828 71 211 1
Waseca 17,150 12,416 67 9 <1
Watonwan 7,033 4,830 20 103 1
Wilkin 11,568 10,201 79 1,201 9
Yellow Medicine 11,696 9,547 65 632 4
TOTALS 1,954,730 1,329,532 28,703

Lacustrine
Acres

(Lakes and
deep water
reservoirs)

39
305
2,206
113
2,188
5,428
952

6,918

4,608
6,970
4,725
2,100
166

1,517

596,495

Big Stone Wetland Management District
96

%

0.5

11

18
12
24

15
24
25

23

10



Appendix E: Compatibility Determinations

Permit Archeological Investigations / page 99

Collection of Edible Wild Plant Foods for Personal Use / page 102

Cooperative Farming for Cover Enhancement / page 105

Disability Access to Waterfowl Production Areas / page 108

Interpretation and Environmental Education / page 111

Recreational Fishing / page 114

Establishing Food Plots / 117

Controlled Grazing on WPAs and Conservation Easements / page 121

Haying / page 124

Hunting of Resident Game and Furbearers / page 127

Irrigation travelways on Waterfowl Management Wetland Easements and/or
FmHA type “C” Wetland Easements / page 130

Installation of Bluebird Boxes, other Nest Boxes, or Nesting Structures by Public
or Groups / page 133

Wildlife Observation and Photograpahy (Including means of access, such as
hiking, snowshoeing, cross-country skiing, and canoeing) / page 136

One-time Fruits of the Soil Harvest / page 139

Placement of New, Small Parking Aeas on WPAs / page 142

Short-term Upland Disturbance for Highway or Other Public Interest Projects
with No ROW Expansion and Full Restoration / page 145

Wood Cutting/Timber Harvest / page 148

Trapping / page 152

Placement of Wetland Accesses/Ramps in Support of Priority Public Uses / page
157
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COMPATIBILITY DETERMINATION

Use: Permit Archeological Investigations
Station Name: Big Stone Wetland Management District
Establishing and Acquisition Authority(ies):

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.

Refuge Purpose(s):

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:

“...To administer a national network of lands and waters for the conservation, manage-
ment, 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 genera-
tions of Americans.”

Description of Use:

Permitted archeological investigations on the Minnesota Wetland Management
Districts, Minnesota, are those requested by archeologists who are not performing the
investigation for District management purposes (e.g., not for Section 106 of the
National Historic Preservation Act). Rather, permitted archeologists are pursuing
their own or institutional research or are working for other parties that will be
conducting activities on FWS land, or as requested by the Governor of Minnesota, and
similar third party activities on lands of the National Wildlife Refuge System. Per-
mitted investigations can occur at any time of the year although usually not during the
winter. Investigations may be as short as a few hours or go on for months, depending
on the research objective. These permitted investigations occur on the District
because the District is where the resource is found or where the resource could be
disrupted.

Archeologists request Archaeological Resources Protection Act (ARPA) permits or
Antiquities Act permits to conduct “Surveys and limited testing and limited collec-
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tions on lands identified” and “Excavation, collection and intensive study of specific
sites described” on District land. Permits are issued by the Regional Director to
qualified archeologists.

Permits can be for anyplace on FWS owned and managed lands, but each permit is for
specific lands; i.e., no general archeological permits are authorized.

The District Manager issues a special use permit to archeologists prior to investiga-
tion on lands managed by the District, to define allowable dates and times for the
investigation, and other management controls.

Availability of Resources:

The District has resources available to administer this use. This activity will require
the District Manager to develop and issue a Special Use Permit and random inspec-
tions of the project area. ARPA/Antiquities permits are received by the Regional
Historic Preservation Officer and issued by the Regional Director as part of normal
duties.

Anticipated Impacts of the Use:

Impacts from routine pedestrian surveys, soil coring, shovel tests, and land form
analysis are limited to short-term disturbance to wildlife using the immediate area
and disruption of vegetative cover for the growing season on an extremely small area
affected by shovel tests.

Impacts from a large scale excavation are potentially longer term (several growing
seasons) with associated wildlife disturbance impacts affecting animals in the immedi-
ate area and vegetation cover disruption severe enough to require site regrading and
reseeding of the area to desired native species.

Public Review and Comment:

During the Scoping phase of the preparation of the Comprehensive Conservation Plan
(CCP), six open houses were held to solicit public input and comment on all aspects of
district management. Draft copies of the CCP will be distributed during a 30-day
comment period and an additional six public meetings will be held to garner public
comments, written and verbal, on the draft plan including all Compatibility Determi-
nations.

Determination:

___ Useis Not Compatible

_ X Useis Compatible With Following Stipulations

Stipulations Necessary to Ensure Compatibility:

Applicant must obtain a Special Use Permit issued by the District Manager. The

Special Use Permit is to prescribe administrative or management restrictions re-
quired by the District Manager.
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Permittee will shore up walls of test pits and trenches in accordance with OSHA
standards; will flag, barricade, and sign testing areas as necessary to prevent injury to
the public; will refill shovel tests as soon as excavated and data recorded including
replacing the vegetative plug to restore original conditions; will backfill excavations as
soon as data recording is completed and seed the surface with a grass or other vegeta-
tive mix approved by the District Manager.

Predetermined stipulations on ARPA/Antiquities permits and the requirements in 43
CFR Part 7, “Protection of Archaeological Resources: Uniform Regulations,” contain
protective measures to be accomplished by archeologists.

Justification:

Although temporary disruption of habitat and wildlife routine could occur, this disrup-
tion is limited in scope and duration. Due to stipulations and the issuance of a permit,
managers will have control on when the activitity will occur so sensitive habitat, or
sensitive nesting times, can be avoided as needed. With stipulations in place, the use
would not materially interfere with or detract from the purpose of WPAs. No long-
term harm should come to the natural resources managed by the District.

In addition, the archeological investigations would be conducted in the public interest
for which Federal agencies protect archeological sites; and the results may be in-
cluded in public interpretive exhibits and other public dissemination. The results of
the study could increase District understanding of prior human activities on the
District and could be part of District interpretive program.

Signature: Project Leader s/Brett Wehrle 3/26/03

Concurrence: Regional Chief s/Nita M. Fuller 4/9/03

Mandatory 10- or 15-year Re-evaluation Date: 2012
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COMPATIBILITY DETERMINATION

Use: Collection of Edible Wild Plant Foods for Personal Use
Station Name: Big Stone Wetland Management District
Establishing and Acquisition Authority(ies):

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.

Refuge Purpose(s):

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:

“...To administer a national network of lands and waters for the conservation, manage-
ment, 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 genera-
tions of Americans.”

Description of Use:
Allow public to collect plant food products on WPAs for personal use.

Some plants growing on WPAs produce edible products such as fruits and nuts.
Apples, raspberries and walnuts are examples these products. These plants grow in
the uplands, occupy a small percentage of the total upland acreage, and are often
found at abandoned building sites which have been reclaimed by the U.S. Fish and
Wildlife Service. Harvest occurs during the daylight hours, usually in the late sum-
mer or fall and typically is of short duration. These foods are hand harvested by
picking the products from the plant or gathering what has fallen to the ground.

Mushrooms, asparagus and wild mint are examples of plants that are collected and
consumed or used as tea. These are cut by hand during harvest.

Wild rice grows in permanent wetlands. With a license from the State of Minnesota, it
can be hand harvested from July 15 through September 30 using non-motorized
watercraft. Harvest time is restricted to 9:00 a.m. to 3:00 p.m.
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Access to harvest sites is accomplished by walking from a designated parking area or
public roadway. Canoes used to harvest wild rice are launched at boat ramps or
carried to the wetland from parking areas or public roadways.

Collection of these foods is not a wildlife-dependent recreational use and occurs
infrequently. For a small number of people, this is a traditional, family oriented
activity which provides an opportunity for those participating to collect wholesome,
healthy foods while enjoying the beauty of the natural environment.

Availability of Resources:

Waterfowl Production Areas have been open to hunting since they were acquired. As
aresult, access trails, parking lots, signage and other facilities as well as staff to
enforce regulations and maintain these facilities have been provided by the Service.
These facilities will be maintained to meet the needs of the hunting public and will be
used incidentally by those who are collecting edible wild plant foods. This use will not
require a significant increase in additional maintenance or enforcement staff expendi-
tures. The Service will not have to provide special equipment.

Anticipated Impacts of the Use:

Historically, public participation in the collection of plant food products on WPAs was
low, and future participation is also expected to be low. The quantity and frequency of
plant food products removed is not expected to significantly diminish wildlife food
sources or jeopardize wildlife survival.

Short-term disturbance to wildlife may occur during these activities, but will be
insignificant. Most of these activities occur in the late summer or fall, after ground-
nesting birds have completed the nesting season. This activity should not result in
short or long-term impacts that adversely affect the purpose of WPAs or the mission
of the National Wildlife System.

Public Review and Comment:

Six open houses were held and written comments were solicited from the public about
Wetland Management District operations during the drafting of Comprehensive
Conservation Plans. This process identified 22 issues of concern. The collection of
plant food products was not identified as an issue of concern.

This Compatibility Determination was prepared concurrently with, and included in
the Draft Comprehensive Conservation Plans for Wetland Management Districts in
Minnesota. Public review and comment was solicited during the CCP comment
period.

Determination (check one below):

Use is Not Compatible

X Useis Compatible With Following Stipulations
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Stipulations Necessary to Ensure Compatibility:

o The use of motorized vehicles or motorized water craft is prohibited except by
permit or in designated parking areas, access trails or public roads.

Camping, overnight use and fires are prohibited.

Digging of plants or their roots is prohibited.

Plant food products cannot be sold.

Damage to trees is prohibited.

Wild rice will be harvested according to state regulations

Justification:

This use will have limited and localized impacts when conducted within the stipula-
tions above. Administration of the use will require little to no administrative time or
funding. This use will not diminish the primary purposes of waterfowl production, or
the conservation of other migratory birds and wildlife.

Signature: Project Leader s/Brett Wehrle 3/26/03

Concurrence: Regional Chief s/Nita M. Fuller 4/9/03

Mandatory 10- or 15-year Re-evaluation Date: 2012
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COMPATIBILITY DETERMINATION

Use: Cooperative Farming for Cover Enhancement
Refuge Name: Big Stone Wetland Management District
Establishing and Acquisition Authority(ies):

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.

Refuge Purpose(s):

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:

“...To administer a national network of lands and waters for the conservation, manage-
ment, 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 genera-
tions of Americans.”

Description of Use:

Cooperative farming is the term used for cropping activities done by a third party on
land that is owned by the Service in fee title or controlled by the Service through a
restrictive easement. This type of activity is usually done on a short-term basis (3
years or less) to prepare an optimum seed bed for the establishment of native prairie
species.

The cropping is done under the terms and conditions of a Cooperative Farming
Agreement or Special Use Permit issued by the Wetland District Manager. The terms
of the Agreement or Permit insure that all current Service and District restrictions
are followed.

Cooperative farming activities are only compatible on previously disturbed areas that
have unacceptable levels of chemical residue, noxious weeds, or non-native plant
species or ecotypes or to honor the land use clauses of a purchase agreement. To
ensure that all Service policies are met, all such land use clauses must be approved by
the Wetland District Manager prior to Service acceptance of the purchase agreement.
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Waterfowl Production Areas in Minnesota average less than 200 acres in size and are
intermingled with private and other public lands. Although the specific acreage of
fields to be cooperatively farmed will vary by unit, they will typically range from 5 to
160 acres.

Availability of Resources:

The needed staff time for development and administration of cooperative farming
programs is already committed and available. Most of the needed work to prepare for
this use would be done as part of routine grassland management duties. The decision
to use a cooperative farmer would occur as part of strategies developed under grass-
land development and management discussions. The additional time needed to
coordinate issuance and oversight of the needed Special Use Permit or Cooperative
Farming Agreement is relatively minor and within existing District resources.

The cooperative farming of Service land will in most cases generate income for the
Service. In accordance with Service policy, all income is submitted for deposit in the
Refuge Revenue Sharing Account and is not available at the district level to offset
station costs incurred in administration of this use. However, all Service employees
involved in the administration of the program must be sensitive to the primary
purpose of cooperative farming: providing an optimum seed bed for native prairie
plant species. The Service should receive a fair market value from cooperative
farmers, but generation of income is a secondary consideration when developing the
terms and conditions of a cooperative farming agreement.

To lessen any appearance of favoritism or impropriety, District Managers should
document how cooperators were selected and how rental rates were derived (see
Refuge Manual).

Anticipated Impacts of the Use:

Cooperative farming to prepare suitable seed beds for native prairie plantings will
result in short-term disturbances and long-term benefits to both resident and migra-
tory wildlife using Waterfowl Production Areas and Service-managed upland ease-
ments. Short-term impacts will include disturbance and displacement typical of any
noisy heavy equipment operation. Cropping activities in old fields or abandoned
croplands will also result in short-term loss of habitat for any animal or insect species
using those areas for nesting, feeding, or perching. Long-term benefits are extremely
positive due to establishment of diverse nesting cover including native tallgrass
species. The resulting habitat will greatly improve conditions for most of the same
species affected by the short-term negative impacts. Strict time constraints placed on
this use will limit anticipated impacts to these relatively minor areas.

Public Review and Comment:

During the Scoping phase of the preparation of the Comprehensive Conservation Plan
(CCP), six open houses were held to solicit public input and comment on all aspects of
district management. Draft copies of the CCP will be distributed during a 30-day
comment period and an additional six public meetings will be held to garner public
comments, written and verbal, on the draft plan including all Compatibility Determi-
nations.
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Determination:

____Useis Not Compatible

_ X Useis Compatible With Following Stipulations
Stipulations Necessary to Ensure Compatibility:

1. Cooperative farming agreements will be limited to 3 years or less and comply with
all appropriate Service regulations on chemical application and use.

Justification:

The cooperative farming of previously disturbed areas that are owned or under
easement by the Service and have unacceptable levels of chemical residue, noxious
weeds, or non-native plant species or ecotypes or are being farmed to honor the land
use clauses of a purchase agreement to prepare an optimum seed bed for the estab-
lishment of native prairie species, will not materially interfere with or detract from
the fulfillment of the National Wildlife Refuge System mission or the purposes of
Waterfowl Production Areas or FmHA transfer lands for the following reasons:

1) Only areas that have already been significantly manipulated or altered by cropping
activities will be affected. These areas contain few if any native plants and offer
extremely limited value to the ecological integrity of the unit or landscape.

2) Cooperative farming activities in most cases, provide the fastest, most cost effec-
tive way to establish native prairie species on areas that have unacceptable levels of
chemical residue, noxious weeds, or non-native plant species or ecotypes. District
staff could complete all work, but for most districts that would required additional
equipment and/or staff to efficiently break up non-native brome sod, or to cultivate
and control weeds on small, widely scattered tracts of land. Hiring contractors to do
this work at rates that can approach $100/acre is a possibility, but would require
additional funds in years when the farming acres were high. By using local farmers to
conduct these farming activities, district budgets and staff time can be better allo-
cated to completing the needed restoration (seeding of native grasses and forbs) on
lands that have completed the farming cycle and are in good condition for seeding.

3) Short-term impacts of farming small tracts of land are minor. No wildlife or habitat
losses occur when land purchased in row crop is farmed for an additional period of 2-3
years. Low quality grasslands that are farmed as a first step to conversion to higher-
value native grasslands will result in habitat loss for trust resources during the
farming period. The long-term benefits to the ecological integrity of the district and
landscape by restoring these degraded or row cropped areas to native prairie plant
species are significant and exceed the short-term losses incurred through the cropping
process.

Signature: Project Leader s/Brett Wehrle 3/26/03

Concurrence: Regional Chief s/Nita M. Fuller 4/9/03

Mandatory 10- or 15-year Re-evaluation Date: 2012
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COMPATIBILITY DETERMINATION

Use: Disability Access to Waterfowl Production Areas
Refuge Name: Big Stone Wetland Management District
Establishing and Acquisition Authority(ies):

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.

Refuge Purpose(s):

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:

“...To administer a national network of lands and waters for the conservation, manage-
ment, 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 genera-
tions of Americans.”

Description of Use:

Disability access is the term used to describe the process of granting exemptions to
current Refuge Regulations that assist persons with disabilities in engaging in
compatible activities on Waterfowl Production Areas. The most common type of
exemption given will be Special Use Permits of limited duration which allow the use
of motorized vehicles on existing roads and trails. All exemptions granted will comply
with the general public safety regulations of the Department of Interior and the
specific public safety guidance of the Service Compatibility Policy. Based on experi-
ence to date, it is expected that most disability access requests will be for hunting, but
this policy also applies to the other priority public uses on refuges; wildlife observa-
tion, wildlife photography, environmental education, interpretation, and fishing.
Waterfowl Production Areas in Minnesota average less than 200 acres in size and are
intermingled with private and other public lands. Although the specific locations and
sizes of areas affected will vary by Permit disturbances will typically vary from 0.5 to
3.0 acres.
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Availability of Resources:

The needed staff time for development and administration of Special Use Permits
authorizing motorized vehicle use on existing roads and trails is already committed
and available. Most of the work needed to prepare for this use would be done as part
of routine Waterfowl Production Area management duties. The decision to allow
such use would occur as part of normal facility management and inspection programs.
The additional time needed to coordinate issuance and oversight of the needed Special
Use Permit is relatively minor and within existing District resources.

Anticipated Impacts of the Use:

A small amount of additional motorized use on established roads and trails will result
in short-term disturbances to both resident and migratory wildlife using Waterfowl
Production Areas. Short-term impacts will include disturbance and displacement
typical of any motorized intrusion into wildlife habitat. Long-term impacts are not
anticipated as most of the use will involve travel on roadways already used by Refuge
staff to conduct management surveys and activities throughout the year.

Public Review and Comment:
During the Scoping phase of the preparation of the Comprehensive Conservation Plan
(CCP), six open houses were held to solicit public input and comment on all aspects of
district management. Draft copies of the CCP will be distributed during a 30-day
comment period and an additional six public meetings will be held to garner public
comments, written and verbal, on the draft plan including all Compatibility Determi-
nations.
Additionally, a news release will be sent to local newspapers each fall prior to hunting
seasons describing the disability access policy and soliciting public comments to
Refuge offices.
Determination:
___ Useis Not Compatible

X Useis Compatible With Following Stipulations
Stipulations Necessary to Ensure Compatibility:

1. Motorized access will be limited to existing roads and trails in good condition.

2. Access is limited to persons who qualify for disability access as described in the
Comprehensive Conservation Plan for the Minnesota Wetland Management Districts.

Justification:

The Americans With Disabilities Act and ensuing Service policy require that all
Service programs and facilities meet the needs of the disabled. Offering special access
as described in this determination is one way that the Service can meet that obligation
to the American public.

Authorizing motorized vehicle use on established roads and trails for persons with
disabilities engaged in compatible uses will cause minimal disturbance and provide
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appropriate recreational opportunities for people who might otherwise not be able to
visit Waterfowl Production Areas.

Issuance of permits for disability access will not be limited to a set number as it is
expected that meeting the requested demand will still result in a small amount of
permits with only minimal wildlife disturbance as a consequence. At the expected
level of use, this use is compatible as it will be below the threshold where unaccept-
able wildlife disturbance will occur. If demand far exceeds expectations within the
time period covered by this determination and the disturbance threshold is exceeded,
District staff will reevaluate the program and may limit the number of permits issued.

Signature: Project Leader s/Brett Wehrle 3/26/03

Concurrence: Regional Chief s/Nita M. Fuller 4/9/03

Mandatory 10- or 15-year Re-evaluation Date: 2012
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COMPATIBILITY DETERMINATION

Use: Interpretation and Environmental Education
Station Name: Big Stone Wetland Management District
Establishing and Acquisition Authority(ies):

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.

Refuge Purpose(s):

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:

“...To administer a national network of lands and waters for the conservation, manage-
ment, 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 genera-
tions of Americans.”

Description of Use:

To allow wildlife interpretation and environmental education programs to be con-
ducted on Waterfowl Production Areas. Formal programs include activities prepared,
scheduled, and organized for school-aged children and organized groups by U.S. Fish
and Wildlife Service staff. Programs conducted by the Prairie Wetlands Learning
Center would be included in this category. In most cases, curriculums and program
schedules are prepared in advance. These curriculums address a number of wildlife
conservation issues including wetland and grassland conservation, migratory bird
management, and the conservation of endangered species. Informal programs include
self-guided auto tour routes and nature trails, impromptu presentations and discus-
sions of wildlife conservation issues with interested citizens, casual visitors, and
unscheduled groups. The visitation and use of a Waterfowl Production Area by local
educators and their classes on their own for the purposes of furthering their under-
standing of natural resource management issues would also classified as an informal
program.
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In addition, this use includes the development of indoor interpretive areas within
Wetland Management District offices. There are many purposes for these exhibits,
including telling the story of waterfowl conservation and the National Wildlife Refuge
System.

Availability of Resources:

Some staff and funding are available for a limited amount of interpretation and
environmental education programming on Waterfow!l Production Areas. Currently,
however, staffing levels and funding are not adequate to fully capitalize on all the
opportunities to interpret wildlife conservation issues within these rural communities.
The individual station Comprehensive Conservation Plans detail the needed funding
and staff to bring these programs up to Service standards.

Anticipated Impacts of the Use:

The overall impacts to Waterfowl Production Areas and their associated wildlife
populations from this use will be minimal. There will be some disturbance to water-
fowl and other wildlife, but at levels that will not likely interfere with waterfowl
production. School buses and personal vehicles will utilize parking areas and access
trails already constructed for use by waterfowl hunters and Service employees
conducting habitat management activities. The limited number of nature trails that
will be developed will minimize disturbance to vegetation and wildlife use of these
areas. Any auto tour routes are designed to minimize disturbance to waterfowl during
the spring breeding/nest season.

Public Review and Comment:

Six open houses were held in preparation for the Comprehensive Conservation Plans
for the Minnesota Wetland Management Districts. Public comments have also been
solicited about Service operations including public use programs such as interpreta-
tion and environmental education. The Service has also contracted with the Univer-
sity of Minnesota to conduct a visitor use study of Waterfowl Production Areas in
western Minnesota. Upon completion, this survey will yield additional public input
into the use of Waterfowl Production Areas for interpretation and environmental
education.

Determination:
Use is Not Compatible
X _Use is Compatible With Following Stipulation

Stipulation Necessary to Ensure Compatibility:

1. Use of motorized vehicles and water craft is prohibited except by permit or in
designated parking areas, access trails, or public roads/tour routes.

2. Managers will monitor use patterns and densities and make adjustments in timing,
location and duration as needed to limit disturbance.
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Justification:

This use has been determined compatible provided the above stipulation is imple-
mented. This use is being permitted as a priority public use and will not diminish the
primary purposes of waterfowl production as well as conservation of migratory birds
and other wildlife. This use will meet the mission of the NWRS by furthering under-
standing and knowledge of this Nation’s migratory bird conservation needs by the
general public.

Signature: Project Leader s/Brett Wehrle 3/26/03

Concurrence: Regional Chief s/Nita M. Fuller 4/9/03

Mandatory 10- or 15-year Re-evaluation Date: 2017
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COMPATIBILITY DETERMINATION

Use: Recreational Fishing

Refuge Name: Big Stone Wetland Management District
Establishing and Acquisition Authority(ies):

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.

Refuge Purpose(s):

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:

“...To administer a national network of lands and waters for the conservation, manage-
ment, 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 genera-
tions of Americans.”

Description of Use:

Allow public fishing on Waterfowl Production Areas (WPAs) in accordance with State
regulations and seasons. Minnesota recreational fishing regulations allow the tradi-
tional taking of game fish species with rod and reel from shore, a boat or through the
ice, removal of rough fish by spear, harpoon, archery and dip net as well as the taking
of limited quantities of mussels, crayfish, frogs, minnows and turtles for personal use.
All WPAs will be open to public fishing, provided that all forms of fishing or entry on
all or any part of individual areas may be temporarily suspended by posting upon
occasions of unusual or eritical conditions of, or affecting land, water, vegetation, or
wildlife populations. As of March 1999 the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service owns a total
of 56,693 acres of wetlands on WPAs in Minnesota. Although the entire wetland
acreage is open to fishing approximately one (1) percent provide waters deep enough
to support viable fisheries. Acquisition of WPAs is ongoing and as lands are pur-
chased they will be opened to fishing. The game fish season ordinarily runs from the
second Sunday in May through the third Sunday in February while other season for
taking of aquatic species run from April or May through November to February.
Generally WPAs have access trails from public roads and for safety reasons parking
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lots of less than 1 acre are provided where sufficient traffic exists. This use is being
proposed as (1) “The Procedural Agreement between the Minnesota Department of
Natural Resources and Service for the Coordination of the Small Wetlands Acquisi-
tion Program in Minnesota” states “it is the policy of the Regional Director to cooper-
ate with the Department in providing habitat for resident wildlife and for public
access and use, including hunting.” and (2) Fishing is a priority public use on National
Wildlife Refuge System Lands. WPAs average approximately 210 acres in size and
are intermingled across the landscape with other public and private lands. The few
WPASs with viable fisheries are generally connected to adjacent streams or lakes that
are located off Service lands and aquatic species move between these bodies of water.
The State of Minnesota manages these species over the larger bodies of water main-
taining healthy populations by allowing harvest of surpluses though recreational
fishing.

Availability of Resources:

WPASs by statute and regulation are open to waterfowl hunting and as a result access
trails, parking lots, signage and other facilities as well as staff to enforce regulations
and maintain these facilities have been provided by the Service. With the exception of
additional enforcement staff time these facilities will be used by the public while
engaged in recreational fishing. Given the anticipated light fishing pressure, staff are
deemed adequate to administer and enforce laws related to fishing.

Anticipated Impacts of the Use:

Fishing activities and harvest of other aquatic species may cause temporary distur-
bance to waterfowl and other wildlife using WPAs. This disturbance may displace
individual animals to other parts of the WPA, however, this disturbance will be limited
in scope due to: (1) the small number of WPAs with viable fisheries; (2) prohibition on
use of motorized boats; (3) access which is predominately via foot travel; (4) lack of
boat launching facilities. Installation and use of parking areas and access trails will
result in minimal impacts as these parking areas and trails are used by waterfowl
hunters as well as by Service employees conducting refuge management activities.

Public Review and Comment:

During drafting of the Comprehensive Conservation Plans six open houses were held
and written comments were solicited from the public about Wetland Management
District operations including public use programs such as fishing. Comments were
received, compiled and addressed as issues in the Plan as well as the Environmental
Assessment. No comments regarding fishing on WPAs were received. This determi-
nation was also included in the final draft distributed to the public for review and
comment. Additionally the Service has contracted with the University of Minnesota to
conduct a visitor use study of Waterfowl Production Areas in western Minnesota.

This study is in its second year and will yield a wide array of public input on Service
programs including fishing.

Determination (check one below):
Use is Not Compatible

_ X  Useis Compatible With Following Stipulations
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Stipulations Necessary to Ensure Compatibility:

1. Use of motorized vehicles and water craft is prohibited except by permit or in
designated parking areas, access trails or public roads.

2. Camping, overnight use and fires are prohibited.
3. Littering or disposal of entrails is prohibited.

4. All applicable State and Federal Regulations will apply.

Justification: Fishing at anticipated levels and on small areas of relatively few WPAs
will have localized and short-duration impacts and will not materially interfere with
the waterfowl production purpose of WPAs. Stipulations will help reduce or eliminate
any unwanted impacts of the use. State regulations and monitoring help ensure that
harvest levels of fish do not harm long-term populations.

Signature: Project Leader s/Brett Wehrle 3/26/03

Concurrence: Regional Chief s/Nita M. Fuller 4/9/03

Mandatory 10- or 15-year Re-evaluation Date: 2017
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COMPATIBILITY DETERMINATION

Use: Establishing Food Plots and Placing Feeder Cribs for Resident Wildlife
Station Name: Big Stone 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.

Refuge Purpose(s):

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:

“...To administer a national network of lands and waters for the conservation, manage-
ment, 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 genera-
tions of Americans.”

Description of Use:

Allow the establishment of food plots and the placement of feeder cribs on Waterfowl
Production Areas (WPAs) throughout Minnesota in accordance with the attached
stipulations section. Food plots are small fields of agricultural crops with some or all
of the crop left standing through the winter. Feeder cribs are either containers or
bales containing grain or forage designed for use by resident wildlife during the
winter. Certain WPAs have been identified as critical wintering areas for resident
wildlife. Allowing the establishment of food plots or placement of feeder cribs pro-
vides winter cover and food sources during harsh winter conditions. Particularly
during severe winters, food plots and feeder cribs are widely recognized as important
to maintain populations of resident wildlife, especially pheasants, deer, and prairie
grouse. The food plots and feeder cribs are maintained by private individuals (under
cooperative farming agreements), sporting clubs, or other agencies such as the
Minnesota Department of Natural Resources (DNR). Typically, these food plots or
feeder cribs are used each year on the same WPA. Food plots are sometimes rotated
onto different sites within the same WPA to reduce the build-up of insect or plant
pests within the food plot or to manage a stand of non-native vegetation through the
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use of periodic re-seeding following use as a food plot. The use of food plots and
feeder cribs also cultivates a strong sense of cooperation between the U.S. Fish and
Wildlife Service and its partners.

Feeder cribs and food plots are not a priority public use as identified in the Refuge
Improvement Act. Feeder cribs and food plots are a non-essential but helpful tool to
facilitate two priority uses (hunting and wildlife observation) since they help maintain
high populations of species widely viewed as desirable to view and hunt.

Availability of Resources:

Establishment of food plots and placement of feeder cribs maintained by private
organization or other agencies requires limited Service resources. Food plots are
managed under cooperative farming agreement with private individuals or by local
sporting clubs. Likewise, feeder cribs are placed and maintained by volunteers or the
DNR requiring little to no Service involvement. There is a modest administrative
cost associated with developing cooperative farming agreements with private coordi-
nators. These costs typically involve a few hours of staff time for each food plot
agreement with most agreements lasting 2 or 3 years. Feeder crib placement re-
quires less administrative oversight.

Anticipated Impacts of the Use:

Feeder crib placement will result in minimal impacts as they are generally placed
during the winter months and are very small in size. (Typically, a pallet-sized feeding
platform or hay bale rests on the ground.) There will be some temporary disturbance
to resident wildlife when feeder cribs are placed on the unit or when additional food is
added once or twice per winter. There is an aesthetic cost associated with allowing
placement of an artificial structure in a natural setting. Waterfowl impacts are small
since the cribs are usually installed after fall migration is complete. Cribs are normally
removed before spring nesting begins. If they are left in place during the nesting
season, there is a small plot of ground under the crib unavailable for nesting or other
migratory bird use. There is likely an inconsequential benefit to a few migratory bird
species that use the feeder cribs during winter months. There is some opportunity for
enhanced wildlife observation since resident wildlife, particularly pheasants, tend to
frequent the area around the feeder cribs and are visible from adjacent roads.

Food plots have more significant impacts in that most plots are approximately 10
acres in size, effectively eliminating that land from use by nesting waterfowl or other
migratory birds. Grassland bird research suggests that agricultural crops do not
create the same harmful barrier to grassland bird use as tree plantings. (Some
grassland birds avoid not only the trees but also a zone around the trees or are
prevented from making normal daily movements from one side of a tree line to
another.) Many grassland bird species, possibly including waterfowl, have better nest
success when nesting in large contiguous blocks of grassland. Careful siting of food
plots can avoid breaking up a large grassland block into smaller fragments. Some
migratory birds actually benefit from the effect of adding more vegetative edges and
encouraging some annual weed growth in and around a grassland block. However,
these tend to be species whose populations are less imperiled than those requiring
large grassland blocks. Waterfow!l impacts due to food plots can be reduced but not
eliminated by siting the food plots strategically and confining their use to critical
areas. Stipulations identified later in this document will prevent critical resources
such as native prairie remnants or large, contiguous blocks of grassland habitat from
being degraded or destroyed by food plots.
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Agricultural chemical impacts due to food plots will be reduced with restrictions on
allowable herbicides used. No insecticide use will be allowed on food plots. Runoff
and erosion are minimized with proper food plot siting.

Food plots tend to be popular areas for hunting and the increased levels of hunting
around food plots will cause increased levels of disturbance due to hunter activity.
These periodic disturbances should be mainly limited to autumn and early winter
hunting seasons. The impact to waterfowl should be small.

The planting, tending, and partial harvest of food plots creates brief episodes of
intrusion with agricultural tractors and implements but the impact to wildlife and
public use should be minor.

Public Review and Comment:

During drafting of the Comprehensive Conservation Plans six open houses were held
and written comments were solicited from the public about Wetland Management
District operations including management techniques such as food plots and feeder
cribs. Additionally the Service has contracted with the University of Minnesota to
conduct a Visitor use study of WPA’s in western Minnesota. This study is in its second
year and will yield a wide array of public input on Service programs including land
management issues.

This determination is being made as part of a Comprehensive Conservation Plan.
Additional opportunity for public review will occur during review of the Comprehen-
sive Conservation Plan.
Determination:
__ Useis Not Compatible

X Useis Compatible With Following Stipulations

Stipulations Necessary to Ensure Compatibility:

1. Areas for food plots must be identified as critical wintering sites for resident
wildlife.

2. Food plots and feeder cribs will not have negative impacts on critical habitats such
as wetlands and native prairie remnants.

3. Food plots will be sited to minimize grassland fragmentation.

4. Allowable species for planting in food plots will include: corn, soybeans, sunflowers,
wheat, barley, oats, rye, buckwheat, millet, and sorghum.

5. Food plots will be no greater than ten (10) acres and will occupy no more than 5
percent of the total acreage of the WPA on which the plot will be located.

6. No more than 20 percent of the WPAs in any Wetland Management District will
contain a food plot.

7. No WPA will contain more than one food plot in any year.
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Justification:

Restricted use of food plots and feeder cribs will not materially interfere with or
detract from the purposes for which the units were established. The use of feeder
cribs creates negligible interference. Food plots create more significant interference
with unit purposes and are thus more stringently controlled to ensure that they
remain compatible. Allowing the use of food plots leads to higher and more stable
resident wildlife populations by reducing catastrophic population crashes during
severe winters. These higher populations facilitate two priority public uses, hunting
and wildlife observation. The impacts to waterfowl and other migratory birds are
modest based on limiting the size and location of food plots, and the stipulations in
place.

Signature: Project Leader s/Brett Wehrle 3/26/03

Concurrence: Regional Chief s/Nita M. Fuller 4/9/03

Mandatory 10-year Re-evaluation Date: 2012
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COMPATIBILITY DETERMINATION

Use: Controlled grazing on waterfowl production areas and conservation easements
Station Name: Big Stone 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.

Refuge Purpose(s):

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:

“...To administer a national network of lands and waters for the conservation, manage-
ment, 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 genera-
tions of Americans.”

Description of Use:

Allow the limited grazing by domestic livestock, chiefly cattle but potentially including
other domestic livestock, on waterfowl production areas and easements to improve
grassland vigor and health. Controlled grazing is recognized as a valuable tool to
remove standing vegetation, reduce vegetative litter, and suppress woody vegetation.

Grazing may take place anytime from April through November. Most commonly, we
will use short duration grazing pulses lasting 4 to 8 weeks and then require livestock
removal. We will use three typical seasons of use. One season will be early spring
(mid April to late May) on native prairie or seeded native grasses designed to reduce
the vigor of exotic species and increase the vigor of native species. Summer grazing
(July 15 - September 1) may be used, especially on non-native grasslands, to stimulate
the grassland after the peak nesting season yet allow vegetative regrowth in the fall.
Fall grazing (September 1 - October 31) will be designed to have effects similar to
spring grazing, mostly on native prairie remnants or fields seeded with native
tallgrass prairie species.
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Fencing and control of livestock will be the responsibility of the cooperating private
party. Market rate grazing fees will be required of permittees. Market grazing fees
will include typical market deductions for unusual fencing requirements, required
cattle movement, or other factors limiting economic return for the permittees. In
2001, we anticipate these market rates to be $2.75 per animal unit month (AUM). One
AUM is the amount of forage consumed by a cow/calf pair in a 30-day grazing period.
Thus, the grazing fee for each cow/calf pair will be $2.75 for each 30 days of grazing.
Market rates will determined annually in consultation with USDA on prevailing local
grazing rates.

Frequency of grazing on any unit will be based on site-specific evaluation of the
grassland unit being managed. Historically, we have frequently grazed units for two
consecutive years and then eliminated grazing from the unit for several years before
resuming grazing.

Grazing is not a priority public use as identified in the Refuge Improvement Act. As
an economic use of Refuge System lands, a compatibility determination for grazing is
mandatory.

Availability of Resources:

Developing grazing agreements and monitoring compliance and biological effects
requires some Service resources. Most grazing costs (fencing, monitoring herd health,
and so on) are assumed by the permittee. Some alternative grassland management is
required if we do not use grazing as a tool for grassland management. Typically, these
other tools are prescribed burning, mowing, and haying. Haying has comparable costs
to controlled grazing since it also requires administering special use permits. Mowing
is more expensive since all costs are assumed by the agency. Prescribed burning is an
effective grassland management tool but staff limitations prevent us from burning as
many acres as desirable each year. Plus, there is likely an ecological benefit to rotat-
ing grassland management techniques and seasons over time so that a given field may
be grazed one year and burned another.

Anticipated Impacts of the Use:

Grazing by domestic livestock has severe short-term effects on grassland communi-
ties. Many of these effects are desirable and are designed to maintain and improve
healthy grassland communities. Some of these effects include removing standing
vegetation, trampling of other vegetation, and reducing populations of pioneering
woody plants. Other effects of grazing are more harmful but generally short-lived.
Grazing in the spring can cause direct loss of grassland bird nests due to trampling
and loss of standing vegetation. Grazing at any time of year creates an aesthetic issue
of concern for some people who enjoy using WPAs; seeing public land being grazed by
domestic livestock reduces the appeal of the visit for many people. Fortunately, our
controlled grazing is typically of short duration and does not occur annually on any
unit. Grazing livestock can create minor direct disturbance of wildlife but any harm
should be negligible. There is a slight potential for conflict between members of the
public and livestock or the permittee, particularly in the autumn when most WPAs
receive their heaviest use. All permittees will be advised that the unit is open to the
public for hunting and other recreation. There is a very slight risk of injury to the
public caused by livestock. Most visitors who are uncomfortable using property
containing livestock are likely to select another unit or another time of year for their
visit.

Big Stone Wetland Management District
122



Public Review and Comment:

During drafting of the Comprehensive Conservation Plans six open houses were held
and written comments were solicited from the public about Wetland Management
District operations including management techniques such as grazing. Additionally
the Service has contracted with the University of Minnesota to conduct a visitor use
study of WPAs in western Minnesota. This study is in its second year and will yield a
wide array of public input on Service programs including land management issues.

A draft version of this compatibility determination will be posted at the headquarters
of the Morris Wetland Management District for public review and comment.

Determination:

__ Useis Not Compatible

_ X Useis Compatible With Following Stipulations
Stipulations Necessary to Ensure Compatibility:

1. Grazing will not occur more frequently than 3 out of every 5 years on any tract
without the preparation of a site-specific compatibility determination.

2. All fencing costs will be borne by the permittee.
3. No insecticides, including insecticidal dusting bags, will be used on WPAs or
easements.

4. No supplemental feeding will be allowed without specific authorization of the
Wetland District Manager.

5. Control and confinement of the livestock will be the responsibility of the permittee.
Justification:

Controlled grazing by domestic livestock will not materially interfere with or detract
from the purposes for which the units were established. Limited livestock grazing
creates temporary disturbances to vegetation. Many of these disturbances are
desirable for grassland management. Grazing produces an undesirable but short-term
impact to grassland bird nesting and site aesthetics. Controlled grazing is an alterna-
tive management tool that can be used to replace or complement prescribed burning,
mowing, or haying on grasslands. Without occasional disturbance caused by mowing,
haying, burning, or grazing, the health of the grassland community would decline, as
would an areas potential for waterfowl production.

Signature: Project Leader s/Brett Wehrle 3/26/03

Concurrence: Regional Chief s/Nita M. Fuller 4/9/03

Mandatory 10-year Re-evaluation Date: 2012
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COMPATIBILITY DETERMINATION

Use: Haying

Station Name: Big Stone Wetland Management District
Establishing and Acquisition Authority(ies):

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.

Refuge Purpose(s):

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:

“...To administer a national network of lands and waters for the conservation, manage-
ment, 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 genera-
tions of Americans.”

Description of Use:

Haying is the cutting and removal, by baling and transport to an off-refuge location, of
grass, either nonnative cools season species such as brome or native warm or cool
season species. Haying of this type is typically done by a cooperative farmer acting
under authority of a Cooperative Farming Agreement or Special Use Permit issued
by the Wetland District Manager.

Haying can be an effective management tool as part of an overall grassland manage-
ment plan to improve and maintain district grasslands for the benefit of migratory
birds. Grasslands need periodic renovation to maintain vigor, diversity, and the
structure necessary for migratory bird use. Haying is an effective alternative to
burning or grazing, which are two other means used by district staff to maintain
grassland vigor. If local site conditions preclude use of prescribe fire due to hazards to
neighboring property or a similar problem, removal of accumulated biomass through
haying does serve to reduce unwanted overstory, reduce woody plant invasion, etc.
Such removal will allow for more vigorous regrowth of desirable species following the
haying, although results are neither as dramatic nor positive as with prescribed fire.
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Haying may also be used as part of a native grass seeding strategy on newly acquired
lands needing restoration. To reduce weed competition and minimize herbicide
applications, a cooperative farmer may be used to seed the native grass mix and
interseed it with oats. As a requirement of the permit, the cooperator would be
required to cut, bale, and remove the oats before maturation. Such silage is useful for
dairy operations and serves the biological purpose of releasing the young native
grasses for vigorous midsummer growth with minimal competition.

A third possible use of haying on district grasslands involves the initial steps of
removing unwanted vegetation prior to seeding the area to native grasses. Haying of
a nonnative cool season field is an effective step in advance of spraying the field with
Round Up or a similar chemical designed to kill all existing vegetation. Removal of
the heavy grass overstory by haying allows the chemical spray to more effectively
treat the target plants. Better removal of the unwanted grasses will in turn ensure
better success of the planted native grasses whether they are interseeded into the sod
or the soil turned over and leveled prior to seeding.

A more limited application for haying on Waterfowl Production Areas involves its use
for establishing fire breaks for the prescribed fire program. A cooperative farmer
would hay the grassland strips in early fall. That area would then green up earlier in
the spring and would have no dead overstory biomass, allowing its use as a fire break.

Waterfowl Production Areas in Minnesota average less than 200 acres in size and are
intermingled with private and other public lands. Although specific acreages for fields
to be hayed will vary by unit, they will typically range from 5 to 40 acres with only
rare exceptions exceeding 75 acres. Newly seeded areas with oats as a nurse crop
may be larger as new units are frequently seeded in entirety. In that case, haying
could possibly cover the entire unit and cover several hundred acres. Hay acreages
for fire breaks would be very small, estimated at less than 5 acres per WPA per event.

Availability of Resources:

No additional fiscal resources are needed to conduct this use. The needed staff time is
already committed and available. Most of the work needed to prepare for this use
would be done as part of routine grassland management duties. The decision to use a
cooperative farmer for haying would only follow as part of strategies developed under
grassland management discussions. The additional time needed to coordinate issu-
ance and oversight of the needed Special Use Permit or Cooperative Farming Agree-
ment for haying is relatively minor and within existing district resources.

Anticipated Impacts of the Use:

Haying will result in short-term disturbances and long-term benefits to both resident
and migratory wildlife using Waterfowl Production Areas. Short-term impacts will
include disturbance and displacement typical of any noisy heavy equipment operation.
Cutting and removal of standing grasses will also result in short-term loss of habitat
for those species requiring tall grasses for feeding and perching such as obligatory
grassland species such as the bobolink or dickcissel. Long-term benefits will accrue
due to the increased vigor of the regrown grasses or the establishment of highly
desirable native tallgrass species, which will improve conditions for those same
species affected by the short-term negative impacts. Longer-term negative impacts
may occur to resident wildlife species such as pheasant that would lose overwintering
habitat in the hay areas. Strict time constraints placed on this use will limit antici-
pated impacts to these relatively minor areas.
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Public Review and Comment:

During the Scoping phase of the preparation of the Comprehensive Conservation Plan
(CCP), six open houses were held to solicit public input and comment on all aspects of
district management. Draft copies of the CCP will be distributed during a 30-day
comment period and an additional six public meetings will be held to garner public
comments, written and verbal, on the draft plan including all compatibility determina-
tions.

Determination:

____Useis Not Compatible

_ X Useis Compatible With Following Stipulations
Stipulations Necessary to Ensure Compatibility:

1. Haying will only be allowed after July 15 to minimize disturbance to nesting migra-
tory birds. In normal years, most birds are off the nest by this date.

2. Bales must be removed from the WPA within 2 days of baling.

3. Windrowed grass left lying to dry prior to baling must be raked and moved every 2
days if left on newly seeded native grass and in no cases should remain on the ground
more than 6 days prior to baling.

Justification:

Haying will not materially interfere with waterfowl production if done within the
necessary stipulations. Use of haying as a management tool can be a valuable tech-
nique for providing long-term habitat improvements to grassland that otherwise
would degrade through natural succession or dominance of non-native plants. With-
out this tool, the areas would suffer encroachment of undesirable woody species such
as box elder or ash or would remain in unwanted non-native cool season grasses such
as brome. Use of the areas by trust species such as waterfowl or grassland obligate
species such as bobolink, dickcissel, or grasshopper sparrow would slowly decline in
the absence of haying or other similar management.

Signature: Project Leader s/Brett Wehrle 3/26/03

Concurrence: Regional Chief s/Nita M. Fuller 4/9/03

Mandatory 10- or 15-year Re-evaluation Date: 2012
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COMPATIBILITY DETERMINATION

Use: Hunting of Resident Game and Furbearers
Station Name: Big Stone Wetland Management District
Establishing and Acquisition Authority(ies):

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.

Refuge Purpose(s):

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:

“...To administer a national network of lands and waters for the conservation, manage-
ment, 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 genera-
tions of Americans.”

Description of Use:

Allow public hunting of resident game and furbearers on Waterfowl Production Areas
in accordance with State regulations and seasons. All Waterfowl Production Areas
will be open to public hunting, provided that all forms of hunting or entry on all or any
part of individual areas may be temporarily suspended by posting upon oceasions of
unusual or critical conditions of, or affecting land, water, vegetation, or wildlife
populations. Hunting is a priority public use on National Wildlife Refuge System
Lands and as of March 1999 the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service owns a total of 171,863
acres of Waterfowl Production Areas in Minnesota. Acquisition of Waterfowl Produc-
tion Areas is ongoing and as lands are purchased they will be opened to hunting of
resident game and furbearers. Although open to all state seasons the majority of use
occurs from mid September though the end of December. Many Waterfowl Produc-
tion Areas have trails necessary to gain access from public roads and for safety
reasons, in high traffic areas, parking lots of less than 1 acre are provided. This use is
being proposed as: (1) “The Procedural Agreement between the Minnesota Depart-
ment of Natural Resources and Service for the Coordination of the Small Wetlands
Acquisition Program in Minnesota” states “it is the policy of the Regional Director to
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cooperate with the Department in providing habitat for resident wildlife and for
public access and use, including hunting.”; (2) hunting is a priority public use on
National Wildlife Refuge system Lands. Waterfowl Production Areas average less
than 200 acres in size and are intermingled with private and other public lands. The
State of Minnesota manages resident game and furbearers over these broad land-
scapes and maintains healthy populations by allowing harvest of surpluses though
recreational hunting.

Availability of Resources:

Waterfowl Production Areas are by statute and regulation open to waterfowl hunting.
These lands have been open to hunting since they were acquired and as a result access
trails, parking lots, signage and other facilities, as well as staff to enforce regulations
and maintain these facilities, have been provided by the Service. With the exception
of additional enforcement staff time, these facilities will be used by those who hunt
resident game and furbearers as well as waterfowl.

Anticipated Impacts of the Use:

Installation and use of parking areas and access trails will result in minimal impacts as
these parking areas and trails are used by waterfowl hunters as well as by Service
employees conducting refuge management activities. Although hunting causes
mortality and temporary disturbance to waterfowl and other wildlife, harvesting
populations to the carrying capacity of existing habitat insures long-term health and
survival of the species. Hunting occurs well after the breeding season for waterfowl
so no disturbance to this central purpose is anticipated.

Public Review and Comment:

During drafting of the Comprehensive Conservation Plans six open houses were held
and written comments were solicited from the public about Wetland Management
District operations, including public use programs such as hunting. This determina-
tion was also included in the final draft distributed to the public for review and
comment. Additionally the Service has contracted with the University of Minnesota to
conduct a visitor use study of Waterfowl Production Areas in western Minnesota.

This study is in its second year and will yield a wide array of public input on Service
programs including hunting of resident game and furbearers.

Determination (check one below):
Use is Not Compatible
X  Useis Compatible With Following Stipulations
Stipulations Necessary to Ensure Compatibility:
1. Nontoxic shot must be used in accordance with current regulations.
2. Use of motorized vehicles and water craft is prohibited except by permit or in
designated parking areas, access trails or public roads.

3. Camping, overnight use and fires are prohibited.
4. All applicable State and Federal Regulations will apply.
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Justification:

This use has been determined compatible provided the above stipulations are imple-
mented. This use is being permitted as it is a priority public use and will not diminish
the primary purposes of waterfowl production as well as conservation of migratory
birds and other wildlife. This use will meet the mission of the NWRS by providing
renewable resources for the benefit of the American public while conserving fish,
wildlife and plant resources on these lands.

Signature: Project Leader s/Brett Wehrle 3/26/03

Concurrence: Regional Chief s/Nita M. Fuller 4/9/03

Mandatory 10- or 15-year Re-evaluation Date: 2017
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COMPATIBILITY DETERMINATION

Use: Irrigation travelways on Waterfowl Management Wetland Easements and/or
FmHA type “C” Wetland Easements

Station Name: Big Stone Wetland Management District
Establishing and Acquisition Authority(ies):

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.

Refuge Purpose(s):

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:

“...To administer a national network of lands and waters for the conservation, manage-
ment, 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 genera-
tions of Americans.”

Description of Use:

Allow irrigation travelways through wetland areas protected by an easement that
prohibits burning, draining, filling, or leveling. This use of travelways in wetland
areas may be permitted via four techniques: (1) Placement of 4-foot to 5-foot wide
wooden beams laced together with cable in “railroad bed” style; (2) placement of 4-
foot to 5-foot wide metal mats made of corrugated, expanded or punched metal; (3)
removal of the muck layer not to exceed 10 foot in width in the bottom of the wetland
and replacing it with sand or gravel to the natural bottom contour; (4) exposure of
hard substrate by removal of the muck layer not to exceed 10 foot in width in the
bottom of the wetland (only permitted in high water table wetlands). More specific
details for allowing this use are found in the Service’s Administrative and Enforce-
ment Procedures for Waterfowl Management Easement Manual.
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Availability of Resources:

Wetland easements are currently monitored by Service employees via aerial and
ground inspection to ensure that landowners comply with the provisions of the
easement document. Little additional cost will be incurred to monitor this use while
inspecting other easements. Additional staff, equipment, and supplies are needed to
map and better monitor all easements. The individual station Comprehensive Conser-
vation Plans detail the needed funds and staffing levels to properly monitor these
easements.

Anticipated Impacts of the Use:

The construction phase of the project will cause temporary disturbance to wildlife
using the wetland easement areas. Installation of properly constructed travelways
will result in no long-term impacts to the wetlands or wildlife using them. Distur-
bance by the irrigation equipment itself is expected to be minimal due to the slow rate
of movement and acclimatization by wildlife.

Public Review and Comment:

During drafting of the Comprehensive Conservation Plans six open houses were held
and written comments were solicited from the public related to Wetland Management
District operations including easement acquisition and management operations. This
determination was also included in the final draft distributed to the public for review
and comment.

Determination (check one below):
__ Useis Not Compatible

X Use is Compatible With Following Stipulations
Stipulations Necessary to Ensure Compatibility:
1. The landowner must demonstrate that equipment and/or topography modifications
cannot be accomplished to avoid wetlands, and equipment is incapable of traversing
wetlands in their natural condition.
2. No pesticides, fertilizers or other compounds except water may be passed through
the irrigation system while traversing the wetland area.
3. Permits to allow the use must be issued by the Regional Director, will not exceed
10 years in duration and will not be issued where groundwater withdrawal negatively

impacts the water levels of surface wetlands.

4. Permits will limit construction of travelways to times of low waterfowl/wildlife use
and require Service presence during installation or subsequent maintenance activities.

5. Only travelways approved in the Service’s Administrative and Enforcement
Procedures for Waterfowl Management Easements Manual may be installed.

Justification:

With the above stipulations, impacts of this use will be temporary during the construe-
tion phase and little to none during operation. This use will not diminish the long-
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term productivity of easement wetlands for waterfowl production or other wildlife.
Thus, the use will not materially interfere with the waterfowl production or conserva-
tion purpose of the units.

Signature: Project Leader s/Brett Wehrle 3/26/03

Concurrence: Regional Chief s/Nita M. Fuller 4/9/03

Mandatory 10- or 15 year Re-evaluation Date: 2012
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COMPATIBILITY DETERMINATION

Use: Installation of Bluebird Boxes, other Nest Boxes, or Nesting Structures by
Public or Groups

Station Name: Big Stone 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.

Refuge Purpose(s):

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:

“...To administer a national network of lands and waters for the conservation, manage-
ment, 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 genera-
tions of Americans.”

Description of Use:

Allow the installation of nest structures such as bluebird nest boxes and wood duck
boxes by individuals or groups on Waterfowl Production Areas throughout Minnesota.
Site-by-site authorization will be made by the Refuge Manager via a letter of authori-
zation. Requests for installing nesting structures are occasionally made by individuals
and sporting groups. The majority of requests are for bluebird and wood duck boxes
to be placed along roads near the edges of WPA boundaries. Some requests could be
for artificial mallard nesting sites or other artificial nest sites for migratory birds.

The structures are usually placed in late winter or early spring. Structures are
affixed using

either floating rafts (less common) or poles or posts. Structures are occasionally
mounted to existing trees although this is less desirable due to increased nest preda-
tion.
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In all cases, the intention of the requestors is to enhance wildlife populations through
providing safe nesting sites.

Placing artificial nesting structures on WPAs is not a priority public use as defined in
the Refuge Improvement Act. The use is a non-essential contributor to other priority
uses such as wildlife observation, wildlife photography, and environmental education.

Availability of Resources:

Installation of artificial nest structures on Waterfowl Production Areas by private
individuals or groups requires minimal resources. Monitoring and maintenance of
structures is required by the private individual or group as well as all associated costs
of the installation. Should cooperators fail to adequately maintain the structures,
there will be some cost associated with removing abandoned structures.

Anticipated Impacts on Refuge Purpose(s):

The installation of artificial nesting structures has a minimal impact on the purposes
for which Waterfowl Production Areas were established. Waterfowl nesting strue-
tures will increase the production of waterfowl by providing sites for nests where
predators are less likely to destroy the nests. Waterfowl nests in nesting structures
are far likelier to be successful than nests in uplands. Other structures such as
bluebird houses will provide nesting sites for other migratory birds. Artificial nesting
boxes are widely credited with helping increase the population of eastern bluebirds in
North America.

There is some small, temporary wildlife disturbance caused during placement and
maintenance of the structures. This disturbance is minor.

There are some aesthetic costs associated with placing artificial structures in natural
settings. These costs are minimized by requiring placement of non-waterfowl struc-
tures along the edges of WPAs in areas already appearing unnatural due to fences,
signs, and adjacent crop fields. Wood duck boxes and other waterfowl nesting devices
are typically placed in or near wetlands, although private parties typically prefer to
place the structures adjacent to roads. No access by motorized vehicles or other
special access will be provided for installing nest structures.

Public Review and Comment:

During drafting of the Comprehensive Conservation Plans six open houses were held
and written comments were solicited from the public about Wetland Management
District operations including public use programs such as the installation of artificial
nesting structures. Additionally the Service has contracted with the University of
Minnesota to conduct a visitor use study of WPAs in western Minnesota. This study is
in its second year and will yield a wide array of public input on Service programs
including wildlife nesting structures.

This determination is being made as part of a Comprehensive Conservation Plan.
Additional review will occur as part of the public review of the Comprehensive
Conservation Plan.
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Determination:

Use is Not Compatible
_ X Useis Compatible With Following Stipulations
Stipulations Necessary to Ensure Compatibility:

1. Approval from Project Leader via a letter of authorization is required prior to
installation.

2. Annual maintenance is required.

3. Structures may be removed upon Project Leaders’ request. Some possible reasons
include: lack of maintenance, poor placement, and variation from approved installation
plan.

4. Ownership of any nest structure placed on any Waterfowl Production Areas by
private individuals or groups will be forfeited to the Service upon installation.

Justification:

Artificial nesting structures do not materially interfere with or detract from the
purposes for which the units were acquired. In fact, these structures likely contribute
to the purposes of Waterfowl Production Areas by providing secure nesting sites for
waterfowl and other migratory birds. Nest success for ducks using artificial nest
structures is higher than for ducks nesting in grasslands. Nesting boxes for cavity
nesting birds like bluebirds and wood ducks can increase populations when natural
cavities are scarce. At worst, nesting structures are neutral in their effect; likely
there is a positive effect. The aesthetic costs of artificial nest structures are modest
and can be minimized through appropriate siting.

Signature: Project Leader s/Brett Wehrle 3/26/03

Concurrence: Regional Chief s/Nita M. Fuller 4/9/03

Mandatory 10-year Re-evaluation Date: 2012
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COMPATIBILITY DETERMINATION

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

Station Name: Big Stone 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.

Refuge Purpose(s):

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:

“...To administer a national network of lands and waters for the conservation, manage-
ment, 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 genera-
tions 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. Wildlife observation and photogra-
phy are priority public uses on National Wildlife Refuge System Lands as identified in
the Refuge Improvement Act of 1997. 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 enjoy-
ment of scenic views and an array of wildlife including waterfowl, other migratory
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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 camp-
ing will not be allowed.

Availability of Resources:

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.

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 on Refuge Purpose(s):

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 mini-
mize 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 mini-
mal. 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 mini-
mize harmful impacts.

Public Review and Comment:

During drafting of the Comprehensive Conservation Plans six open houses were held
and written comments were solicited from the public about Wetland Management
District operations including public use programs such as wildlife observations and
photography. Additionally, the Service has contracted with the University of Minne-
sota to conduct a visitor use study of WPAs in western Minnesota. This study is in its
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second year and will yield a wide array of public input on Service programs, including
wildlife observations and photography.

This determination is being developed as part of the WMD Comprehensive Conserva-
tion Plan and will be subject to further public review during the review phase of the
overall plan.
Determination:
Use is Not Compatible
X Useis Compatible With 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.

2. Camping, overnight use, and fires are prohibited.

3. No photo or viewing blinds may be left over night.

4. Harassment of wildlife or excessive damage to vegetation is prohibited.
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.

Signature: Project Leader s/Brett Wehrle 3/26/03

Concurrence: Regional Chief _s/Nita M. Fuller 4/9/03

Mandatory 10-year Re-evaluation Date: 2017
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COMPATIBILITY DETERMINATION

Use: One-time Fruits of the Soil Harvest

Station Name: Big Stone Wetland Management District
Establishing and Acquisition Authority(ies):

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.

Refuge Purpose(s):

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:

“...To administer a national network of lands and waters for the conservation, manage-
ment, 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 genera-
tions of Americans.”

Description of Use:
Allow one-time collection of plants or their seeds for personal use.

Plants growing on WPAs provide important wildlife habitat and can also be desirable
for landscaping or decorative uses. Individuals occasionally request permission to
harvest seeds from WPAs in order to establish these plants on private property. The
cutting and removal of some plants is oceasionally requested for use in floral decora-
tions.

Hand harvest of native prairie plant seed is used to collect seed to re-establish small
plots of native plants. These plots can be for landscaping purposes or to develop
habitat for wildlife. Prairie plant seed harvest occurs during daylight hours, primarily
in September and October, but can occur for individual species throughout the sum-
mer.

The decorative portion of some plants can be used in floral arrangements or for other
decorative purposes. Cattails (Typha sp.), Baby’s-breath (Gypsophila paniculata),
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Asters (Aster sp.) and grapevines (Vitis sp.) are examples of some species which are
occasionally used in decorative floral arrangements.

Access to harvest sites is accomplished by walking from a designated parking area or
public roadway. If non-motorized watercraft are used, they should be launched at boat
ramps or carried to the wetland from parking areas or public roadways.

Collection of these plants and seeds is not a wildlife-dependent recreational use. For a
small number of people, this is a traditional, family oriented activity that provides an
opportunity for those participating to enjoy the beauty of the natural environment.
These uses also enable people to enjoy the beauty of WPA plants in or around their
homes and provides small patches of habitat for wildlife.

Availability of Resources:

Waterfowl Production Areas have been open to hunting since they were acquired. As
aresult, access trails, parking lots, signage and other facilities as well as staff to
enforce regulations and maintain these facilities have been provided by the Service.
These facilities will be maintained to meet the needs of the hunting public and will be
used incidentally by those who are hand harvesting plants or their seeds. This use
will not require a significant increase in additional maintenance or enforcement staff
expenditures. The Service will not have to provide special equipment.

Anticipated Impacts of the Use:

Historically, public participation in the hand collecting of plants or seeds on WPAs was
low, and future participation is also expected to be low. The quantity and frequency of
hand harvesting plants or their seeds is not expected to result in significant distur-
bance, diminish wildlife food sources or jeopardize wildlife survival.

Short-term disturbance to wildlife may occur during these activities, but will be
insignificant. Most of these uses occur in the late summer or fall, after ground
nesting birds have completed the nesting season. This uses should not result in short
or long-term impacts that adversely affect the purpose of WPAs or the mission of the
National Wildlife System.

Public Review and Comment:

Six open houses were held and written comments were solicited from the public about
Wetland Management District operations during the drafting of Comprehensive
Conservation Plans. This process identified 22 issues of concern. One-time Fruits of
the Soil Harvest on WPAs was not identified as an issue of concern.

This Compatibility Determination was prepared concurrent with, and included in, the
Draft Comprehensive Conservation Plans for Wetland Management Districts in
Minnesota. Public review and comment was solicited during the CCP comment
period.

Determination (check one below):

Use is Not Compatible

X Useis Compatible With Following Stipulations
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Stipulations Necessary to Ensure Compatibility:

Camping, overnight use and fires are prohibited.

Digging of plants or their roots is prohibited.

Cutting trees or noxious weeds is prohibited.

Grass/forb seed harvest is limited to 10 pounds.

20 plants per species can be cut and removed for decorative purposes.

No threatened or endangered species may be harvested or cut.

The use of motorized vehicles or motorized watercraft is prohibited except by
permit. or in designated parking areas, access trails or public roads.

Justification:

This use will have limited and localized impacts when conducted within the stipula-
tions above. Administration of the use will require little to no administrative time or
funding. This use will not diminish the primary purposes of waterfowl production, or
the conservation of other migratory birds and wildlife.

Signature: Project Leader s/Brett Wehrle 3/26/03

Concurrence: Regional Chief s/Nita M. Fuller 4/9/03

Mandatory 10- or 15-year Re-evaluation Date: 2012
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COMPATIBILITY DETERMINATION

Use: Placement of new, small parking areas on Waterfowl Production Areas
Station Name: Big Stone Wetland Management District

Establishing and Acquisition Authority(ies):

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.

Refuge Purpose(s):

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:

“...To administer a national network of lands and waters for the conservation, manage-
ment, 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 genera-
tions of Americans.”

Description of Use:

Allow the placement and construction of small parking areas on any Waterfowl
Production Area where the Wetland Manager considers necessary to provide safe off-
road parking and access to the general public for the following permitted activities:
hunting of migratory birds and resident game animals, hiking, wildlife observation,
photography, fishing, and/or interpretation, all priority public uses on National
Wildlife Refuge System Lands. In addition, these parking areas will be used by
Service personnel in conducting management activities or biological surveys and
assessments on each of the Waterfowl Production Areas.

The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service owns, as of March 1999, nearly 172,000 acres of
Waterfowl Production Areas in Minnesota. Acquisition of Waterfowl Production
Areas is ongoing and as new lands are acquired they will be opened to priority public
uses. A procedural agreement between the Minnesota Department of Natural Re-
sources and the Service states “it is the policy of the Regional Director to cooperate
with the Department in providing habitat for resident wildlife and for public access
and use (emphasis added), including hunting.”
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These parking areas will be less than an acre and will be relatively primitive facilities
such as grass or gravel surfaced. Barriers to restrict motorized vehicles within the
parking areas and to identify the parking area boundary generally will be constructed
of wood posts, wire fence or rock barriers, appropriate and available on a site specific
basis.

Availability of Resources:

Waterfowl Production Areas are open to all priority public uses and as a result access
trails, signage and other facilities, as well as staff to enforce regulations and maintain
these facilities, have been provided by the Service. Currently the staffing levels and
facilities required for public programs and accessibility on Waterfowl Production
Areas do not meet Service public use standards. The individual station Comprehen-
sive Conservation Plans detail the needed funds and manpower to bring these pro-
grams up to Service standards.

Anticipated Impacts of the Use:

Installation and use of these parking areas and access trails will result in minimal
impacts as these parking areas are used infrequently during most of the year by
either the general public participating in authorized and permitted activities or by
Service personnel. Peak use of these areas will generally occur during fall hunting
seasons when no disturbance to nesting or young animals will result. Impacts to
habitat will be minimal due to their relatively small size (< 1 acre) by comparison to
the average size of the Waterfowl Production Area (average < 200 acres). Impacts will
be lessened by selection of sites away from any wetland or native prairie. Generally,
parking areas will be constructed at or near abandoned farm sites utilizing existing
graveled driveways or previously constructed farm field approaches immediately off
of public roadways. Parking lots constructed within the interior of a unit will be
avoided when ever possible to minimize wildlife disturbance, impacts to unique or
critical habitats and conflicts with other authorized public uses.

Public Review and Comment:
During the drafting of the Comprehensive Master Plans, six open houses were held
and written comments were solicited from the public about Wetland District Opera-
tions including public use programs. Additionally, the Service has contracted with the
University of Minnesota to conduct a visitor use study of Waterfowl Production Areas
in western Minnesota. This study, in its second year, will provide public input on
Service programs and facilities on Waterfowl Production Areas.
Determination:
____Useis Not Compatible

X Useis Compatible With Following Stipulations

Stipulations Necessary to Ensure Compatibility:

1. Parking areas must not be constructed in areas where negative wetland impacts
will result.

2.Parking areas must not be constructed on native prairie habitat.
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3. Camping, overnight use and fires are prohibited.

4. Location of parking areas within the interior of each unit should be avoided when-
ever possible.

5. An archaeological review of each selected site shall be made through the State
Historic Preservation Officer and Regional Historic Preservation Officer prior to
construction.

Justification: This use has been determined compatible provided the above stipula-
tions are implemented. This use is permitted as it is deemed necessary to provide safe
off-road access by the public to participate in appropriate and permitted priority uses
and will not diminish the primary purposes of waterfowl production and the conserva-
tion of migratory birds and other wildlife. This use will meet the mission of the
National Wildlife Refuge System by providing resources for the benefit of the Ameri-
can public while conserving fish, wildlife and plant resources on these lands.

Signature: Project Leader s/Brett Wehrle 3/26/03

Concurrence: Regional Chief s/Nita M. Fuller 4/9/03

Mandatory 10- or 15-year Re-evaluation Date: 2012
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COMPATIBILITY DETERMINATION

Use: Short-term Upland Disturbance for Highway or Other Public Interest Projects
with No ROW Expansion and Full Restoration.

Station Name: Big Stone 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.

Refuge Purpose(s):

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:

“...To administer a national network of lands and waters for the conservation, manage-
ment, 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 genera-
tions of Americans.”

Description of Use:

Allow short-term disturbance to uplands for highway or other public interest projects
with no right-of-way expansion and full restoration. Every year, requests are made
by state and local government agencies and utility companies to do repairs and
improvements to existing road ways and utility facilities associated with existing
rights-of-way on WPAs throughout Minnesota. Many of these requests require
temporary work outside existing right-of-way boundaries, generally resulting in
temporary disturbance to the associated vegetation. Frequently, the temporary work
requested is required to reshape a slope immediately adjacent to a road right-of-way
to improve transportation safety. Other times, the requested action can be merely for
permission to turn around heavy equipment on land immediately adjacent to the
right-of-way. Most often, the temporary work outside of the right-of-way is conducted
during the summer and fall, when construction conditions are optimal. The work
typically involves temporary disturbance to previously farmed uplands that are then
reseeded to native vegetation by the requesting organization. This determination will
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allow approved work and temporary habitat disturbance outside the right-of-way
boundary when long-term impacts are either beneficial or not significantly harmful.

Availability of Resources:

Minimal expense is required of the Service for these projects. Authorization of the
projects will require the requesting organization to cover habitat restoration costs.
There is a modest administrative cost to issuing and monitoring this work.

Anticipated Impacts on Refuge Purpose(s):

The impacts to the associated uplands with this use will be minimal and temporary.
When the request includes unavoidable destruction of vegetation, approval will be
limited to sites previously tilled or otherwise disrupted. No native prairie remnants
or wetlands may be destroyed. Any areas with disturbed vegetation will be seeded by
the requesting organization to a diverse mix of native species that will lead to better
long-term habitat than the vegetation originally disturbed.

Most of this work occurs in summer and fall, after the waterfowl nesting season. The
duration of any single project is usually 1 to 8 weeks. Occasionally, work may occur
during the nesting season but the size of the disturbance zone will be minimal. The
quality of the habitat in the disturbed zone may be diminished for up to 3 years
following the project but the disturbed zone will provide some migratory bird value by
the year following the project. The long-term productivity of the disturbed zone will
frequently increase due to the replacement of exotic, less desirable cover with native
vegetation.

Most of the impacts will be along existing roads in areas already subject to significant
habitat and aesthetic deterioration due to existing transportation rights-of-way.
Rarely, a utility right-of-way can split an otherwise contiguous block of quality
habitat. In these settings, the disturbance will still be temporary but the impact to
waterfowl and other migratory birds is likely greater. The existing right-of-way
already authorizes disturbance within the right-of-way so the larger impact of creat-
ing a disturbance within quality habitat will likely occur anyway. The decision to
authorize temporary disturbance outside the right-of-way will slightly increase the
magnitude of the disturbance.

Public Review and Comment:

During drafting of the Comprehensive Conservation Plans six open houses were held
and written comments were solicited from the public about Wetland Management
District operations including management programs such as right-of-way issues.
This determination is being considered as part of a larger Comprehensive Conserva-
tion Plan subject and will be subject to additional public review during the public
review of the entire plan.

Determination:

Use is Not Compatible

X Use is Compatible With Following Stipulations
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Stipulations Necessary to Ensure Compatibility:

1. All work done outside of existing rights-of-way must be approved by the Project
Leader in the form of a letter of authorization.

2. Conditions stipulated in a letter of authorization such as seeding mixes, weed
control, etc. must be followed to remain a compatible use.

3. No work that leads to permanent loss of wetlands or native prairie remnants will
be allowed without a site-specific compatibility determination.

Justification:

This use will not materially interfere with or detract from the purposes for which the
units were established with the above stipulations in place. Almost all WPAs are
constrained by one or more rights-of-way that were in place before acquisition by the
federal government. Temporary disturbances to land adjacent to these rights-of-way
will have only small, temporary harmful effects on wildlife and may lead to improved
long-term productivity by replacing degraded, exotic vegetation with vigorous native
vegetation. Work within the rights-of-way is beyond the authority of the Fish and
Wildlife Service to regulate other than influencing the timing and scope to minimize
wildlife harm. Allowing temporary work outside the right-of-way does little or no
long-term harm to wildlife resources and allows the holder of the right-of-way to
provide essential human services to our rural communities. Restoration of the
disturbed sites can actually increase productivity by providing more robust vegeta-
tion.

Signature: Project Leader s/Brett Wehrle 3/26/03

Concurrence: Regional Chief s/Nita M. Fuller 4/9/03

Mandatory 10-year Re-evaluation Date: 2012
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COMPATIBILITY DETERMINATION

Use: Wood Cutting/Timber Harvest

Station Name: Big Stone Wetland Management District
Establishing and Acquisition Authority(ies):

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.

Refuge Purpose(s):

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:

“...To administer a national network of lands and waters for the conservation, manage-
ment, 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 genera-
tions of Americans.”

Description of Use:

The removal of standing or fallen trees by private individuals. This Compatibility
Determination applies to all wood removal activities regardless of the ultimate use of
the wood (e.g. firewood, pulp, etec.). Differences in scope and necessary equipment will
occur depending on the amount and type of wood available for removal. Impacts to
the purpose of the WPAs and System mission are similar regardless of why the wood
is removed. This activity will only occur where the Service has determined that a
management need exists to remove wood from WPASs consistent with the WPA
Development Plan or other document.

Wood cutting is not a priority public use, as defined by the Refuge Improvement Act
of 1997, of the National Wildlife Refuge System.

Wood removal may be done within former homesites, along existing windbreaks/
shelter belts, and in other areas on WPAs where trees are encroaching on the prairie.
Harvest sites will vary in size from a portion of an acre up to several hundred acres
depending on the site and management objectives.
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Wood removal activities may be authorized throughout the year. Most often, wood
removal activities will occur during the winter months when frozen ground will
facilitate access and afford protection to underlying soils and vegetation.

The scope of the activity will be determined by the management objective for the area
and by the quantity and quality of available wood. Equipment used for harvest may
range from chainsaws and axes, to traditional logging equipment such as feller-
bunchers and log skidders. Access may be by snow machine, ATV, pick-up truck, farm
tractor, or larger traditional logging equipment.

Harvest of wood products may be permitted on WPAs to stop, reduce, or reverse the
encroachment and presence of trees on prairie habitats. The Tallgrass Prairie habitat
is arguably the most endangered of all North American ecosystems, with less than 1
percent of the historic habitat remaining. Encroachment of woody vegetation due to
fire suppression, absence of landscape-scale grazing, and tree planting practices
continue to threaten this habitat type. Waterfowl Production Areas are established to
produce waterfowl, and managing woody vegetation to enhance prairie habitat
generally facilitates that purpose. In accordance with the System mission, restoration
of the tallgrass prairie habitat is appropriate over most of the acreage in the Minne-
sota wetland districts. Managing woody vegetation is an important means to that end.

Availability of Resources:

The time required to plan, issue permits, and monitor the implementation of a wood
product harvest program would require the dedication of some existing staff hours to
this activity. In permitting a wood products harvest, the manager has identified a
management need and presumably has secured and prioritized station resources to
that end.

Anticipated Impacts of the Use:

In permitting this type of activity, the potential exists to directly impact waterfowl
production by displacement of birds from localized areas due to disturbance, or
crushing of nests as a result of access for this activity. These impacts are easily
avoided by timing of the activity in accordance with site specific characteristics. In
limited and rare instances, a small number of individuals of tree-nesting species (e.g.
wood duck, hooded merganser, ete.) may be displaced from a local area for obvious
reasons.

Indirect impacts to waterfowl production will occur as a result of removing woody
vegetation. In nearly every instance, these impacts will be positive. The removal of
woody vegetation from historic prairie habitats impacts waterfowl production and the
System mission by facilitating the restoration of tallgrass prairie and removing
artificially created predator habitat from within the WPAs.

Access for the purpose of removing wood may impact habitat by rutting soils, de-
stroying ground cover, creating weed seed beds, and increasing sedimentation due to
runoff in nearby wetlands. These impacts can again be avoided by timing of the
activity.

Public Review and Comment:

This Compatibility Determination is provided in draft form along with the Minnesota
Wetland Management Districts’ Comprehensive Conservation Plan and Environmen-
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tal Assessment. Opportunity for public review and comment is concurrent with the
public review process for the EA.

Determination (check one below):

Use is Not Compatible
_ X Useis Compatible With Following Stipulations
Stipulations Necessary to Ensure Compatibility:

1. Work will generally be restricted to areas where soil types indicate that pre-
settlement habitat was comprised of native prairie vegetation.

2. If work is in an area where waterfowl nesting is likely, no cutting operations will be
permitted from April through July 15.

3. Vehicle access for wood removal will be limited to existing trails or restricted to
the frozen ground period when rutting and damage to growing vegetation would
occur.

4. A special use permit will be issued so that site specific impacts can be reduced or
eliminated and Service management goals are met.

Justification:

Any direct impacts on waterfowl production (take, disturbance, etc.) can be largely
avoided by timing the activity so that it is not coincident with the waterfowl produc-
tion season. Removal of trees in certain instances will, on occasion, eliminate wood
duck, hooded merganser, or other cavity-nesting species habitat. This would be an
irregular and occasional impact and, since most wood harvest will be associated with
restoration sites, it is unlikely that these areas would have provided historic nesting
sites. Due to the benefits that would be realized by other waterfowl species, and the
abundance of artificial and natural nest sites for cavity-nesting species in the area,
these impacts would not significantly detract from the WPAs’ purpose or System
mission.

Impacts to the habitat as a result of access to WPAs for wood removal purposes are
potentially significant, but also easily avoided. Areas where woody species are
removed for the purpose of conversion of the habitat type to prairie will likely receive
follow-up treatments of burning, farming, or both. Ground disturbance in these areas
is less problematic and possibly desirable depending on the specific site. Access to
and from these areas will need to be carefully controlled (via special use permit) to
avoid impacts such as rutting and increased sedimentation in area wetlands due to
run-off. If existing roads are not present, access can be restricted to periods of frozen
ground to avoid or minimize impacts to underlying vegetation and soils.

Other indirect impacts are generally considered positive and thus do not materially
interfere with or detract from the purpose of waterfowl production or the System
mission. The removal of trees along trails, in shelter belts, and within old home sites
will benefit waterfowl production by assisting with the restoration of prairie habitat
and eliminating predator habitat and perch sites. Individuals participating in the
wood harvest program will be under special use permit and thus site specific stipula-
tions will ensure resource protection and achievement of management goals. Control
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of woody species encroachment on prairie habitats is a necessary management
activity for the Minnesota wetland districts in converting areas back to their historical
grassland condition and directly supports the mission of the National Wildlife Refuge
System.

Signature: Project Leader s/Brett Wehrle 3/26/03

Concurrence: Regional Chief s/Nita M. Fuller 4/9/03

Mandatory 10- or 15-year Re-evaluation Date: 2012
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COMPATIBILITY DETERMINATION

Use: Trapping of Furbearers

Station Name: Big Stone Wetland Management District
Establishing and Acquisition Authority(ies):

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.

Refuge Purpose(s):

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:

“...To administer a national network of lands and waters for the conservation, manage-
ment, 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 genera-
tions of Americans.”

Description of Use:

Public trapping of resident furbearers on Waterfowl Production Areas (WPA) in
Minnesota in accordance with State regulations. This Compatibility Determination
does not apply to “commercial” trapping activities where the Service awards a
contract, or permit, for the removal of a specie or species to facilitate management, i.e.
the Service needs 3,000 muskrats removed from an area to protect a dike system.

Trapping is not a priority public use, as defined by the Refuge Improvement Act of
1997, of the National Wildlife Refuge System.

By regulation (50 CFR 31.16), lands acquired as WPAs are open to public trapping
unless closed under the authority of 50 CFR 25.21. Within the Minnesota wetland
management districts, only eight WPAs have been closed to trapping: three in the
Detroit Lakes District and five in the Fergus Falls District. Using 1999 data, trap-
ping is permitted on approximately 170,000 acres of WPAs in Minnesota. Trapping is
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permitted for a wide variety of species; however, mink, racoon, muskrat, red fox, and
beaver are the primary target species. As aresult, most trapping activity on WPAs is
concentrated in wetland areas.

The Minnesota Department of Natural Resources maintains information on numbers
of trappers, harvest, and population trends of furbearers on a statewide basis. Based
on license sales and mail surveys of licensees, it is estimated that approximately 4,100
people participated in trapping during the 1999-2000 season on a statewide basis. A
percentage of these trappers use WPAs. The trend in the number of people partici-
pating in trapping in Minnesota is down, and it is assumed that activity on WPAs
mirrors the statewide trend. For the 3-year period ending in 1988, the annual esti-
mated average number of trappers was more than 13,700. For the 3-year period
ending in 2000, this number had declined to less than 5,300.1

Trapping seasons for various species of wildlife generally run from mid-September
through mid-March, with beaver trapping extending until mid-May. Several species
of unprotected mammals (weasel, coyote, striped skunk, gophers, and porcupine) may
be trapped on a year-around basis. While State regulations technically permit such
activity, there is no known trapping activity, excluding March and April beaver
trapping, outside of the traditional winter “season.” Minnesota regulations have
established trap tending hours of 5 a.m. until 10:00 p.m.

Trappers may utilize leghold traps, snares, and body-gripping (“Conibear”’type) traps
for the purpose of trapping various furbearers, small game, and unprotected species of
wildlife. Each method is qualified under State regulation as to trap size and types of
allowable sets in order to protect non-target species, and provide for the safe use of
the area by others.

Access for trapping on WPAs is almost exclusively by foot. Walking and snowshoeing
are the primary means of access. When conditions allow, some limited, non-motorized
boat access may occur for the purpose of trapping. Travel on WPAs by highway
vehicles, ATVs (3 and 4-wheelers), and snowmachine is prohibited at all times. Many
WPASs have parking lots to facilitate all allowed public uses, including trapping.

Availability of Resources:

There is no incremental increase in administering this activity, as allowed, above the
stations’ general operating costs that we can attribute directly to the public trapping
program.

Anticipated Impacts of the Use:

Public trapping can potentially impact the waterfowl production of WPAs through
both direct and indirect impacts. Direct impacts are those where there is an immedi-
ate cause and effect relationship between the activity and the resources required to
fulfill the waterfowl production purpose and System mission. Direct impacts may
include such effects as killing or displacing of waterfowl during the pair bonding/
nesting season, or destruction of nests by trampling. Indirect impacts are those
where the effects of the permitted activity affect other populations or habitats that in
turn have direct impacts on waterfowl production and the System purpose. Indirect
impacts may include catch of target and non-target species that are predators on
waterfowl and/or nests, or removal of species that induce habitat change (i.e. beaver).
Impacts, either direct or indirect, may be negative, neutral, or positive.
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Because of the temporal separation of trapping activities and waterfowl using the
areas for production, direct impacts to waterfowl production by trappers is negligible.
Beaver trappers using WPAs after early March, undoubtedly disturb individuals on
occasion, and cause temporary displacement of waterfowl from specific and limited
areas. These impacts would be occasional, temporary, and isolated to small geo-
graphic areas. Any habitat change as a result of the physical impacts of trapping
activity (trampling, ete.) is undetectable and insignificant.

Indirect impacts to waterfowl production do result from the removal of animals under
a trapping program. In many instances, these impacts are positive. Many species
that may be trapped are predators on waterfowl at various stages in the production
cycle. Controlling populations of predators on waterfowl has generally positive
impacts on the waterfowl purpose which vary in significance among areas. Timing of
the removal of predators, size of the WPA, and adjacent land use all affect the degree
to which predator management, through a public trapping program, benefits water-
fowl production.

Impacts to waterfowl production habitat occur as a result of removal of species such
as beaver and muskrat. Due to the societal requirements to intensively manage water
levels on WPAs, managing beaver and muskrat populations at reasonable levels
through a public trapping program results in positive impacts to waterfowl production
and minimizes the need to commit Service resources to the same end.

When considering impacts to the System mission, impacts also include those to the
furbearer populations themselves. Individual animals are harvested and removed, yet
data indicates these furbearer populations, with the exception of red fox, are increas-
ing. The red fox population has shown a slight decline in the western and southern
portions of the state for roughly the past 8 years. Concurrently, the red fox estimated
trapping harvest has declined from over 20,000 annually through the mid-1990s, to
less than 10,000 for the past two seasons.! In spite of the recent decline, the red fox
population is comparable to that of the mid-1980s. Minnesota DNR still considers the
red fox population healthy, and views slowly declining populations in the south and
west as an effect of a slowly increasing coyote population in this same area and not a
result of trapping.?

Public Review and Comment:
This Compatibility Determination is provided in draft form along with the Minnesota
Wetland Management Districts’ Draft Comprehensive Conservation Plan and Envi-
ronmental Assessment. Opportunity for public review and comment is concurrent
with the public review process for the EA.
Determination:
Use is Not Compatible
X Useis Compatible With Following Stipulations

Stipulations Necessary to Ensure Compatibility:

o Trapping activity must be conducted in compliance with existing State
regulations.
o Trappers must comply with existing WPA access and use regulations.
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Justification:

Direct impacts to the waterfowl production purpose are negligible due to the temporal
separation of most trapping activity and the use of WPAs by waterfowl for produc-
tion. Limited disturbance of individuals and pairs undoubtedly occurs from beaver
trapping activity occurring after early March. These temporary and isolated distur-
bance events result in temporary displacement of birds from a specific location. Due
to the duration of these events, the small number of individual waterfowl involved,
and the limited geographic area impacted by the presence of one or a few individuals,
these impacts on waterfowl production and the System mission are negligible.

Indirect impacts to waterfowl production occur as a result of the effects of trapping on
the target, or non-target, species’ populations. Most species of interest to trappers
and common “non-target” catches (i.e. skunk, free-ranging house cat) are predators on
waterfowl at some point in the production cycle. Management of red fox, racoon,
mink, otter, and skunk populations, through a regulated trapping program is, at worst,
a neutral impact, and likely a positive one in most cases on the waterfowl production
purpose. Due to edge effects and concentrations of nesting waterfowl, the impacts of
predator management are likely inversely related to WPA size. The average size of
Minnesota’s WPAs is less than 200 acres. In these small parcels, the effects of only a
few individual predators can be highly significant on waterfowl production in the local
area. Timing of the removal of predators also affects the impact that this activity has
on waterfowl production. Again, depending on the time of year, impacts on waterfowl
production may be neutral or positive. While there is considerable debate about the
effects of the presence of coyotes on waterfowl production, the density and subse-
quent harvest of coyotes through the trapping program is insignificant. Likewise is
the harvest of other species that are permitted under State regulations (i.e. gray fox,
badger, opossum, martin, fisher, otter, bobcat).

Other indirect impacts on waterfowl production occur as a result of the manipulation
of populations of species that affect habitat. Beaver and muskrat, by their nature,
affect habitat that, in turn, may affect waterfowl production. Upon initial analysis, we
often think of beaver and their wetland construction activities, and muskrat with their
propensity to maintain open water, as beneficial to waterfowl production. In excep-
tionally large marshes and in pre-settlement times, this is/was likely the case. How-
ever, the landscape of western and southern Minnesota has been so altered through
agricultural conversion that few historic ecosystem functions remain intact. Other
than the fact that water continues to flow downhill, the hydrology of this landscape
bears little resemblance to its pre-settlement conditions. Dikes, levees, roads, cul-
verts, tile lines, pumps, and water control structures work to move and confine water
with calculated purpose. Ramifications of disruption to this system can include
private property damage, public safety hazards, disgruntled neighbors, and legal
liability. As a result, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service intensely manages water on
WPASs to provide for waterfowl production and to fulfill the mission of the National
Wildlife Refuge System, while remaining within societal constraints. Left unchecked,
beaver activity results in disruption to the water flow when culverts and water
control structures are blocked. High muskrat populations are detrimental to levees
and dikes as individuals burrow into these structures and compromise the structural
integrity. Without the ability to control water levels, our waterfowl production
purpose would suffer as would our ability to contribute to the System mission. A
public trapping program facilitates management of beaver and muskrat populations at
such levels that many benefits created by these species are realized, yet the ability of
the Service to manage water levels is not compromised. On a statewide basis, beaver
harvest has remained fairly stable over the past decade in spite of the decline in the
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number of trappers participating in the activity. The muskrat harvest fluctuates
widely driven by fur prices and the natural fluctuations in muskrat populations.

Overall, trapping is a very minor public use of WPAs but is an important management
tool in localized areas. The public trapping program on WPAs allows for public
opportunity and management of furbearer populations. Consistent with the System
mission, trapping on WPAs results in management of populations and is not a “con-
trol” program intending to eliminate components of the ecosystem for the benefit of
others. Data from the State of Minnesota, DNR, on trapping activity and wildlife
populations indicates removal of individuals, under the current management scheme is
not resulting in harm to the target populations. The public trapping program, as
managed, does not materially interfere with or detract from the Service’s ability to
meet our purpose of waterfowl production or the mission of the National Wildlife
Refuge System.

Signature: Project Leader s/Brett Wehrle 3/26/03

Concurrence: Regional Chief s/Nita M. Fuller 4/9/03

Mandatory 10- or 15-year Re-evaluation Date: 2012

! Dexter, M.H., compiler. 2000. Status of wildlife populations, fall 2000. Unpub. Rep.,
Division of Wildlife, Minn. Dept. Nat. Res., St. Paul, Minnesota. 180pp

2 Berg, B., Minn. Dept. Nat. Res., Grand Rapids, Minnesota. Personal Communica-
tion.
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COMPATIBILITY DETERMINATION

Use: Placement of Wetland Accesses/Ramps in Support of Priority Public Uses
Station Name: Big Stone Wetland Management District

Establishing and Acquisition Authority(ies):

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.

Refuge Purpose(s):

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:

“...To administer a national network of lands and waters for the conservation, manage-
ment, 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 genera-
tions of Americans.”

Description of Use:

Allow the placement and/or construction of accesses/ramps on any Waterfowl Produc-
tion Area where the Wetland Manager considers necessary to provide access to the
general public for the following permitted activities: hunting of migratory birds and
resident game animals, hiking, wildlife observation, photography, fishing, and/or
interpretation, all priority public uses on National Wildlife Refuge System Lands. In
addition, these ramps will be used by Service personnel in conducting management
activities or biological surveys and assessments on each of the Waterfowl Production
Areas.

The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service owns, as of March 1999, nearly 172,000 acres of
Waterfowl Production Areas in Minnesota. Acquisition of Waterfowl Production
Areas is ongoing and as new lands are acquired they will be opened to priority public
uses. A procedural agreement between the Minnesota Department of Natural Re-
sources and the Service states “it is the policy of the Regional Director to cooperate
with the Department in providing habitat for resident wildlife and for public access
and use (emphasis added), including hunting.”
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These accesses will be small, single ramp structures and will be relatively primitive
facilities such as grass or gravel surfaced. In rare cases where a very high level of use
or site conditions dictate, the placement of a concrete ramp my be warranted.

Availability of Resources:

Waterfowl Production Areas are open to all priority public uses and as a result access
trails, informational and interpretive signs and other facilities as well as staff to
enforce regulations and maintain these facilities have been provided by the Service.
Currently the staffing levels and facilities required for public programs and accessibil-
ity on Waterfowl Production Areas do not meet Service public use standards. The
individual station Comprehensive Conservation Plans detail the needed funds and
manpower to bring these programs up to Service standards.

Anticipated Impacts of the Use:

Installation and use of these accesses/ramps will result in minimal impacts as these
areas are used infrequently during most of the year by either the general public
participating in authorized and permitted activities or by Service personnel. Peak use
of these areas will generally occur during fall hunting seasons when no disturbance to
nesting or young animals will result. Impacts to habitat will be minimal due to their
relatively small size by comparison to the average size of the Waterfowl Production
Area (average < 200 acres). Impacts will be lessened by selection of sites that mini-
mize the need for any wetland alterations and/or avoidance of native prairie. Ac-
cesses/ramps constructed within the interior of a unit will be avoided when ever
possible to minimize wildlife disturbance, impacts to unique or critical habitats and
conflicts with other authorized public uses.

Public Review and Comment:
During the drafting of the Comprehensive Master Plans, six open houses were held
and written comments were solicited from the public about Wetland District Opera-
tions including public use programs. Additionally, the Service has contracted with the
University of Minnesota to conduct a visitor use study of Waterfowl Production Areas
in western Minnesota. This study, in its second year, will provide public input on
Service programs and facilities on Waterfowl Production Areas.
Determination:
Use is Not Compatible
X Useis Compatible With Following Stipulations

Stipulations Necessary to Ensure Compatibility:

1. Accesses/ramps must not be constructed in areas where negative wetland impacts
or loss will result.

2 Accesses/ramps must not be constructed on native prairie habitat.
3. Camping, overnight use and fires are prohibited.

4. Location of ramps within the interior of each unit should be avoided whenever
possible.
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5. An archaeological review of each selected site shall be made through the State
Historic Preservation Officer and Regional Historic Preservation Officer prior to
construction.

Justification:

This use has been determined compatible provided the above stipulations are imple-
mented. This use is permitted as it is deemed necessary to provide safe off-road
access by the public to participate in appropriate and permitted priority uses. The
footprint of the access site is small and will not diminish the primary purposes of
waterfowl production and the conservation of migratory birds and other wildlife. This
use will meet the mission of the National Wildlife Refuge System by providing re-
sources for the benefit of the American public while conserving fish, wildlife and plant
resources on these lands.

Signature: Project Leader s/Brett Wehrle 3/26/03

Concurrence: Regional Chief s/Nita M. Fuller 4/9/03

Mandatory 10- or 15-year Re-evaluation Date: 2012
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Big Stone National Wildlife Refuge

RONS Title

No.

97003 Expand WPA & easement grassland restorations (biologist)

97018 Develop and maintain access to Waterfowl Production Areas
(maintenance worker)

98012 Increased wetland and other habitat restoration opportunities
on District private lands

00014 Develop Interpretative Opportunities at Black Ruse Lake WPA

97020 Provide safe highway transportation of equipment1

00011 Expand Interpretive capability to promote District Partners
and Public Use Programs

98010 Increase capability to manage district land base

00001 Incorporate Multi-Agency Approach to Planning and Evaluation
for Waterfowl Production

98013 Restore wetland and upland habitats on Waterfowl Production
Areas and easements

00003 Increase Waterfowl Production with Nest Structures

00008 Increase Management Capability to GIS

00006 Collect and Monitor Plant, Fish Wildlife and Aquatic Data

00007 Develop, Conduct and Maintain Hydrological Systems Program

00010 Control Depredating Canada Geese from Privately Owned Cropland

00009 Reintroduction of Extirpated Native Species

00004 Perform Annual Inspection of all FWS Easements and
Fee Title Properties

00002 Utilize Predator Reduction Methods to Increase Wildlife
Production/Survival

00005 Develop Hydrological Systems Monitoring System

First Recurring

Year Base
Cost  ($000)

118
100

129

45
53
129

233
27

59

23
152
139
152
21
32

20
27

43

53
40

64

76
64
76

15
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Appendix G: Existing Partnerships

All the Wetland Management Districts have an extensive network of partnerships
covering the counties within their management areas. Partners include:

Minnesota Department of Natural Resources
Area Wildlife Managers
Area Fisheries Managers
Area Hydrologists
Trails and Waterways Specialists
Waterfowl Specialists
Prairie Biologists
Ecological Services Specialists
County Soil and Water Conservation Districts
Natural Resource Conservation Service
USGS - Biological Resources Division
U.S. Army Corps of Engineers
Local Watershed Districts
Farm Service Agency
County Commissions
County Land and Resource Offices
Township Boards of Supervisors
City Governments
Ducks Unlimited
Minnesota Waterfowl Association
Pheasants Forever Chapters
Minnesota Deer Hunters Chapters
Izaak Walton League
The Nature Conservancy
Minnesota Wildlife Federation
White Earth Chippewa Tribe
Lake Associations
Local Sportsmen and Conservation Organizations
Local School Districts
Regional Universities and Colleges

Other Programs

The Wetland Management Districts support and benefit, or are benefitted by other
programs which are presented under the categories of: Federal, State, Local, and
Private Habitat Restoration and Preservation Mechanisms.

Federal Mechanisms

North American Waterfowl Management Plan (Prairie Pothole Joint Venture)

The North American Waterfowl Management Plan (NAWMP), signed in 1986, outlines
a broad framework for waterfowl management strategies and conservation efforts in
the United States, Canada, and Mexico (for additional information see section 3.9.3.1).
The NAWMP is designed to reach its objectives through key joint venture areas and
state implementation plans within these joint ventures. The Wetland Management
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Districts of Western Minnesota (Districts) are located in the U. S. Prairie Pothole
Joint Venture (PPJV) area. The PPJV was identified in the NAWMP as the highest
priority Joint Venture area in the United States and Canada.

Partnerships play a key role in funding the PPJV. During the PPJV’s first seven
years, partners raised more than $139,386,609 to protect, restore, or enhance more
than 1,896,310 habitat acres. Additionally, the North American Wetlands Conserva-
tion Act (NAWCA) has been a major source of funding for PPJV projects and has
provided 20 grants to projects in Minnesota and Iowa from 1991 through 1996. The
two recent projects that fall within the Districts are described in the following para-

graphs.

A 1996 NAWCA $1 million grant and $2.3 million in partner funds to aid restoration of
tallgrass prairie and wetlands in 19 northwestern Minnesota counties of the Red
River Basin. The 10 year project will be administered by The Nature Conservancy.

Prairie Heritage Project - Proposal for $1 million NAWCA grant in April 1997 for the

acquisition of native grassland tracts that are adjacent or in proximity to existing and/
or restorable wetlands in Minnesota. If approved, Pheasants Forever would adminis-

ter the grant along with partner dollars totaling $2.15 million in late 1997.

Endangered and Threatened Species Recovery Program
Partners in Flight Program for Migratory Neotropical Birds

USFWS Ecosystem Planning

The northern tallgrass prairie has been identified as one of its top priorities within
the Service’s Upper Mississippi/Tallgrass Prairie and Mississippi Headwaters/
Tallgrass Prairie ecosystem plans. These plans are intended to assist the Service
identify resource priorities and action strategies necessary to meet trust responsibili-
ties within specified geographic areas.

COE Red River EIS

The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers is involved in a major Environmental Impact
Statement involving water retention sites in the Red River Watershed working with
the Red River Watershed Management Board and member watershed districts in
Minnesota.

National Water Quality Assessment

The Red River Basin is one of 60 hydrologic systems being assessed by the U.S.
Geological Survey through the National Water Quality Assessment program
(NAWQA). The basin was selected because its water is of vital importance to the
region’s economy, and of international concern. NAWQA is using a multidisciplinary
approach to assess water quality. The ecology of aquatic biological communities is one
of the disciplines for the assessment.

Conservation Reserve Program (CRP)

U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA). Pursuant to the Conservation Title of the
Food Security Act of 1985 (Farm Bill) and later versions of that bill, the program
sponsors activities designed to provide protection of soil and water quality through
direct payments to farmers for retiring eligible cropland and environmentally sensi-
tive lands for a period of 10 to 15 years. The program encourages protection of highly
erodible uplands and filter strips along wetlands, which can reduce pesticide and
sediment runoff.
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FSA CRP Conservation Priority Areas

The Minnesota State FSA Committee, in conjunction with the State Technical Com-
mittee, received approval for the Lake Agassiz Interbeach Area to be designated a
State Conservation Priority Area (CPA) for implementing the Conservation Reserve
Program (CRP) in Minnesota. Approval came in accordance with guidance provided
in FSA CRP Notice 269. A National CPA was designated for the prairie pothole area
bordering the Lake Agassiz Interbeach Area. The CPA’s will maximize benefits to
wildlife and their associated habitats by protecting and enhancing state, Federal, and
locally threatened, endangered or candidate listed species of concern, and native plant
communities, and, by restoring and enhancing biologically significant terrestrial and
aquatic habitats.

Wetland Reserve Program (WRP)

U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA). The 1996 re-authorization of the Farm Bill
reestablished a Wetlands Reserve Program that provides financial incentives for
restoration and protection of up to 975,000 acres through long-term agreements.
Easements are for 30 years or more, depending on the maximum amount of time
allowed by state law, and provide landowners with 75 percent to 100 percent cost-
sharing for permanent easements, 50 percent to 75 percent for 30 year easements and
restoration cost-sharing agreements.

Set-aside Programs

Farmers participating in Federal price support programs have been required to set
aside a certain percentage of their base acreage in most years. Conservation mea-
sures are required to provide soil erosion protection, water quality enhancement,
wildlife production, and natural beauty. Millions of acres of cropland are retired each
year often benefiting wildlife.

Environmental Quality Incentives

U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA). A new program which combines the
functions of the Agricultural Conservation Program, Water Quality Incentives
Program, Great Plains Conservation Program, and the Colorado River Basin Salinity
Control Program. EQIP is funded at $200 million annually to encourage the establish-
ment of long-lasting conservation practices that will conserve soil, water, forest, and
wildlife resources. Livestock-related conservation practices will receive 50 percent of
program funding. The program provides cost-sharing to farmers up to 75 percent of
the cost of conservation practices with a maximum payment to any one person of
$10,000 annually, and to $50,000 for the life of the contract.

Wildlife Habitat Incentives Program (WHIP)

USDA. WHIP, authorized in the Federal Agriculture Improvement and Reform Act,
is a new voluntary program for people to develop and improve wildlife habitat on
private lands. It provides both technical assistance and cost sharing to help establish
and improve fish and wildlife habitat. Participants who own or control land work with
the USDA (Natural Resources Conservation Service) to prepare and implement a
wildlife habitat development plan. The Natural Resources Conservation Service
provides technical and financial assistance for the initial establishment of wildlife
habitat development practices. In addition, if the landowner agrees, State wildlife
agencies or private organizations may also provide expertise or additional funding to
help complete a project.

FmHA Wetland-Related Programs
U.S. Department of Agriculture, Farmers Home Administration. Building on an
earlier program prompted by E.O. 11990, the 1990 Farm Bill requires the USDA to
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establish perpetual conservation easements on wetlands in the FmHA inventory of
foreclosed farmland. The act also allows for cancellation or reduction of debt in
exchange for conservation easements on wetlands.

Partners for Wildlife Program

U.S. Department of Interior, Fish and Wildlife Service (Service). Drawing on several
legal authorities, the Service effort assists private landowners voluntarily restore
converted and degraded wetlands and associated upland habitats. The Service
provides technical assistance and cost-sharing to complete the work if the landowner
agrees to maintain the area for a period of 10 years. The program focuses on restor-
ing and enhancing habitats that provide wildlife, fisheries, water quality, aesthetic,
and recreation benefits.
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Block Size

Brood parasites

Comprehensive Conservation

Plan (CCP)

Conservation Reserve
Program (CRP)

Cool-season grass

Edge effects

Block size is the term used to describe the size of a
contiguous piece of wildlife habitat. A block may
have more than one kind of habitat; for example,
grassland and wetlands, but not developments such
as plowed agricultural fields. A large block size for
grassland nesting birds could be 2,000 t010,000 acres
depending on the species of bird.

In the prairie, the main brood parasite of grassland
birds is the cowbird. Female cowbirds do not build
their own nest, they lay eggs in the nests of other
birds. Often the young cowbirds will push other
nestlings from the nest and will dominate the time
and care of the foster parents. Cowbirds are at-
tracted to woodlands and have the greatest impact on
grassland birds that nest near woodlots.

The National Wildlife Refuge System Improvement
Act of 1997 requires that each refuge must be
managed in accordance with an approved CCP that
will guide management decisions and set forth
strategies for achieving refuge purposes and contrib-
uting to the mission of the Refuge System.

A U.S. Department of Agriculture program that
takes highly erodible or environmentally sensitive
cropland out of production for 10 to 15 years. Farm-
ers receive annual rental payments and most of the
erodible land is planted in perennial grasses and
grass/legume mixtures.

Grass species that green early in the spring and
flower before July. Often these plants are dormant
during the heat of the summer. Most cool-season
grasses are not native to the prairie ecosystem.

When ground nesting birds nest near habitat edges,
their chances for success are reduced because the
nest is easy to locate for predators and nest para-
sites. Predators such as hawks, fox, skunk, and
raccoon and nest parasites such as cowbirds, hunt
along habitat edges. This “edge effect” has been
observed at the interface of woodlands and grass-
lands, grasslands and water, and roads and grass-
lands.
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Federal Trust Species

Fragmentation

Forbs

Goal

Grassland

Lucustrine Wetland

Mesic (dry-mesic, wet-mesic)

Objective

Species that cross state and international boundaries
or are afforded national protection through various
laws and treaties, such as the Migratory Bird Treaty
Act and the Endangered Species Act. The well-being
of waterfowl populations is a classic Federal trust
responsibility and the main purpose for the creation
of the Small Wetland Acquisition Program in the
1960s.

The process by which habitats are broken up into
smaller, isolated parcels dominated by human activity
is called habitat fragmentation. Habitat fragmenta-
tion reduces an ecosystem’s biological diversity
because small, isolated patches of habitat have fewer
species than larger, less isolated patches. In the
prairie grasslands, fragmentation occurred when the
prairie was converted to agriculture.

Flowering plants that are not grass-species, usually
they are broad-leaved, green plants with attractive
flowers.

For the purpose of the Comprehensive Conservation
Plan, “goals” are defined as broad, open-ended
statements of desired future conditions (vision) that
convey a purpose, but not measurable units. These
are directional statements for a specific program,
often qualitative and expressed in terms of benefits.
They have been described as “where the rubber
meets the sky.”

Habitat that is dominated by grass, but may contain
hundreds of other species of plants such as flowering
asters and legumes. “Grassland” is a term that is
used to describe planted cover, as well as natural
virgin prairie. The term does not imply that the
habitat is natural.

Deep water lakes and reservoirs. The Lucustrine
System is a deepwater dominated system, and
includes standing waterbodies like lakes, reservoirs,
and deep ponds.

This term is used to describe species that occur
where there is an average level of moisture within a
habitat. The land is not too dry or too wet. Usually,
it refers to the nature of the entire area; for example,
mesic prairie.

For the purpose the Comprehensive Conservation
Plan, the term, “objective” is defined as, a concise
statement of what will be achieved (specificity), how
much will be achieved (quantified), when it will be
achieved (time bound), and who is responsible for the
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Project

Pulustrine Wetland

Riverine

Refuge Operation
Needs System (RONS)

Strategy

Warm-season grass

Waterfowl Production

Areas (WPA)

Waterfowl

Wetland

work (accountability). Objectives are where the
rubber meets the road.

For the purpose of the Comprehensive Conservation
Plan, the term, “project” is defined as a work plan
proposal that shows budget and staff time needed to
implement a strategy.

Shallow water wetlands. The Pulustrine System
encompasses the vast majority of the country’s inland
marshes, bogs and swamps and does not include any
deepwater habitat.

The Riverine System is limited to freshwater river
and stream channels and is mainly a deepwater
habitat system.

This is the system that is used within the U.S. Fish
and Wildlife Service to identify projects to be in-
cluded for possible future funding. When money
becomes available from a variety of sources, it can be
used to address identified RONS projects.

For the purpose of the Comprehensive Conservation
Plan, the term, “strategy” is defined as a solution or
approach to achieving an objective (more detailed
and often includes the how).

Grass species that green later in the spring, often
reaching their peak growth in the warm summer
months and flower in July. Many native bunch grass
species such as big-blue stem and little-blue stem are
warm season grasses.

Upland grasslands and wetlands that are purchased
by the Federal government to provide nesting
habitat for waterfowl and hunting areas for water-
fowl and upland game hunters.

The group of water birds, known scientifically as
Anseriformes, including ducks, geese and swans.
Many state hunting regulations also refer to cormo-
rants which are not truly a member of the waterfowl
group. Cranes, grebes, herons and pelicans are also
not waterfowl.

Wetlands are lands transitional between terrestrial
and aquatic systems where the water table is usually
at or near the surface or the land is covered by
shallow water. For the purposes of this classification,
wetlands must have one or more of the following
three attributes: 1) at least periodically, the land
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Wetland Management
Districts (District)

supports predominantly hydrophytes (water plants);
2) the substrate is predominantly undrained hydrie
soil; and 3) the substrate is nonsoil and is saturated
with water or covered by shallow water at some time
during the growing season of each year (Cowardin, et
al. 1979).

The Federal administrative unit that is charged with
acquiring, overseeing and managing the Waterfowl
Production Areas and easements within a specified
group of counties. Most Districts are large, covering
several counties.
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U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (Service) - Region 3
Strategic Growth of the Small Wetland Acquisition Program (SWAP)
Guidelinesfor Fee and Easement Purchase

I ntroduction

Project Leaders on Wetland Management Didtricts (WMD) within the magor waterfowl breeding
habitats of the United States are charged with the responsibility to identify tracts of land that meet the
gods of the SWAP for incluson in the Nationa Wildlife Refuge Sysem (NWRS). Of dl the
responsbilities Project Leaders carry, identifying lands to include in the NWRS has the longest lasting
implications and is by far the most important.

The main god of the SWAP has been, and il is, to purchase a complex of wetlands and uplands that
provide habitat in which waterfowl can successfully reproduce. The basic concept has been to
purchase in feetitle key brood marshes that include adequate nesting cover on adjacent uplands while
protecting under easement surrounding temporary and seasond wetland basins as breeding pair habitat.
It isimportant that lands purchased under the SWAP are the preeminent water fowl production
habitats within a Wetland Management Digtrict.

Delineation of lands for purchase as waterfowl production habitat is as much an art asit isa science,
This requires meshing the opportunity to purchase and manage a particular tract of land with the
biologica needs of breeding waterfowl in a socidly acceptable, cost effective and efficient manner.

Histor

The SWAP began in 1958 and accelerated rapidly in the early 1960's with passage of the Wetlands
Loan Act. The original 1960's delineations were prepared for each feetitle parcel based on their
suitability to provide brood rearing habitat for waterfowl. These delinestions designated wetlands as
priority A, B, and C for feetitle purchase. These tracts had few upland acres and only existing
wetlands with no drainage facilities were considered for fee or easement purchase. In some locations,
these original delinestions have been reevaluated and revised. In Minnesota, a 1974 exercise produced
maps showing proposed boundaries of each feetitle delinestion, as well as wetlands within atwo-mile
radius that were digible for easement purchase. A 1984 effort produced maps of “significant wetland
areas’ for feetitle purchase.  Although dated, these efforts were biologically sound and provide
vauable information in deciding which properties to purchase today.

Over the years our understanding of breeding waterfowl biology has increased and the landscape of the
Upper Midwest has changed dramatically. The SWAP itsdf has evolved to include purchase of
drained wetlands, increased upland acreage, and grassland easements aong with new counties that
include lands within intensely agricultura and urbanized landscapes.

Since the inception of the SWAP, most State Fish and Wildlife Agenciesin primary waterfowl breeding
habitats aso conducted land acquisition programs that protected wetlands for waterfowl production.



In recent years, many new programs have been launched by Service partners that compliment the
SWAP including U.S. Department of Agriculture' s Conservation Reserve Program (CRP),
Conservation Reserve Enhancement Program (CREP), Wetland Reserve Program (WRP), Farmers
Home Adminigtration Inventory and Debt Restructure programs, State programs such as Reinvest in
Minnesota (RIM) and the Permanent Wetland Preserve (PWP), aswel as non government
organization programs such as The Nature Conservancy (TNC) Preserves. In addition, the Service has
recently established Nationd Wildlife Refuges to protect native prairie tracts over an areathat is closdy
aigned with the Prairie Pothole Region.

Project Leaders must consider these program changes when determining which lands to purchase under
the SWAP.

Biological Consider ations

The following guidelines for the SWAP have been developed with the god of directing acquigition of
waterfowl production habitat for prairie nesting species ducks.

As one moves through the mgor waterfowl breeding habitats from Wisconsin to lowato Montana, the
primary biologica factor limiting waterfowl production varies with the landscape. In lowaand southern
Minnesota, the smple lack of any wetlands or upland cover tends to limit the occurrence of breeding
waterfowl. In parts of Wisconsin, Michigan and western Minnesota, the low number of temporary and
seasond wetlands and diminished upland cover limit the number of breeding pairs that settle and
successfully nest. In the parts of the eastern Dakotas where the wetland base is fairly intact, breeding
waterfowl settle, but production can be limited by the lack of secure upland cover. Inthe centra
Dakotas and northern Montana, generally the wetland base and grasdand cover are sufficient to attract
and insure adequate nest success rates for breeding waterfowl populations.  Acquisition programs
should focus on providing the missing components for that particular landscepe.

Thefirg credo of breeding waterfowl habitat is “the abundance of wetlands (especiadly temporary and
seasond) within a given landscape during the spring/summer correlates directly with the number of
breeding duck pairs.”

The second credo of breeding waterfowl habitat is* as grasdand acreage (idle grasdand, hayland,
pasture, road rights-of-ways, etc.) within a given landscape increases, waterfowl nest success
increases.

The third credo of breeding waterfowl habitat is “as the predator component within a given landscape
gpproaches the naturaly occurring compliment (i.e., coyotes vs. red fox), waterfowl nest success
increases.”

When delinesting lands for purchase under the SWAP, Project Leaders must view current conditions
aswdl as anticipated future developments. Since the home range of most prairie nesting species of
waterfowl covers roughly four-square miles, ddineations need to be viewed as part of alarger
landscape within atwo-mileradius. The* perfect” 4-square mile tract would consist of a complex of



wetlands spread across the landscape intermingled with greater than 30% grasdand cover on the
uplands and few, if any, trees or forested areas. The wetland complex on this “perfect” 4-square mile
landscape would be made up of four or more larger brood marshes and 150 or more temporary and
seasond wetlands.

Ddineation Criteriafor Fee Title Purchases

Delineations will be prepared to show the eventual boundary of a Waterfowl Production Area after al
tracts have been acquired.

Size of WPA: 80 - 1,000 acres

Upland/Wetland Ratio: 4:1

Wetland Types. Ddlinegte only awetland complex. This complex will have at least one PEMF

brood marsh of sgnificant size. There must be a scattering of PEMA and
PEM C wetlands throughout the area.

Soils Heavy, fetile, dkaline clay loam, or loam Mallisol soils. These soil
types evolved under geographic regions that were predominantly prairie
grasdand.

1. Omit buildings and building sites when they are not critical to the management of the WPA.

2. A minimum of 20 percent of the entire delineation should be wet. (Use restorable drained, as well
as exigding basnsin determining percent wetland.)

3. Maximum of 50 percent of the entire delinegtion may be wetland.

4. Written judtification and approva of the Refuge Supervisor is needed when the size of the WPA
purchased is under 80 acres or exceeds 1,000 acres.

5. Limit number of Waterfowl Production Areas to 4-5 per township.

Ddlineation Criteriafor Habitat Easements

Grasdand easements should be obtained on lands where a suitable wetland complex exigts, but
additional upland cover is necessary to provide adequate waterfowl breeding habitat (i.e., overlying a
wetland easement).

Grasdand easements must be within 2,600 feet of awetland that provides brood habitat.
If requested by the owner, ddlinestions may exclude one small tract (1-5 acres) on the exterior
boundary and/or in acorner for parking and/or a building.



Generdly roads and trails should not be alowed on habitat easements. If an accesstrall is absolutely
necessary, the ddlineation should show the gpproximate route.

Ddineation Criteriafor Wetland Easements

It is preferred that wetland easements be obtained on all PEMA, PEMC, PEMF, and PEMG wetlands
within two miles of feetitle Waterfowl Production Areas or any other permanently protected brood
marsh. Wetland easement maybe taken to permanently protect good brood marshes that would be
otherwise unprotected.

Wetlands should be ddlineated to water levels that approximate the Ordinary High Water mark (i.e 100
year ranfal event).

All drained wetlands restored under the Partners for Wildlife, CRP, or other smilar wetland restoration
programs that are lacking permanent protection should be considered for wetland easement protection.
Where easements include wetland restorations structures (ditch plugs, tile risers, culverts, etc) Project

L eaders should consider requesting recorded mean sea level elevations.

Wetlands with drainage facilities (i.e. un-maintained ditches or tiles) that exhibit PEMC, PEMF or
PEMG characteristics maybe delineated for easement purchase.  In these situations the landowner(s)
forfet ther rights to maintain the drainage facilities o the entire wetland should be placed under
easement to iminate any third party drainage rights. Restoration of partialy drained wetlands to
historic water levelsis preferred and should be explored with the landowner prior to taking an
easement.

Do not place artificia or created wetlands under easement (i.e., dugouts, stock dams, dams on natural
streamg/riparian areas).

Ddineation Criteria Applicableto all SWAP Acquisitions

Avoid purchasing land with problems that will sgnificantly affect the tract’ s biologicd integrity, diversty,
and environmenta hedith.

1. Trytoavoid purchasng lands within city limits or adjacent to commercid or rura housing
developments. Do not use the SWAP just to prevent commercid or rurd development.

2. Do not purchase lands when alegd ditch(s) passes through the mgor brood marsh unless specific
detal is provided that insures future water levels will be adequate (i.e., cleanout depths are agreed
to by drainage authority or legal process for impoundment of water, or abandonment occurs
concurrently with purchase).

3. Evauate any recorded or unrecorded outstanding third party rights (i.e., ditches, tiles, accesstralls,
minerd rights) and do not purchase lands when these rights substantially affect future management.



4. Avoid purchasing tracts without access.

5. Avoid purchasing tracts with costly future management problems (i.e., contaminants, flashy
watershed with frequent flood damages, fish lakes, extensive invasions of exotic species, etc.).

6. Avoid purchasing tracts that are the recipient of sewage lagoon discharge or feedlot runoff.

7. Where management problems may develop and public uses sgnificantly differ, avoid intermingling
Service lands with other agency/NGO lands.

8. Asthey approve tracts for purchase, Project Leaders should consider the goa acres for each
county to insure they are not exceeded before al essentia tracts are purchased.

Prioritizing Acquisitions & Other Considerations

Priority should be given to fee title and habitat easement purchases using the SWAP Acquisition Priority
Scorecard (Exhibit 2). Round-outsto existing fee title Waterfowl Production Areas should receive
priority over other tracts. Wetland Easements will be assigned a high, medium or low priority and
should be based on criteria smilar to habitat easements and feetitle tracts. Priority will be giveto
wetland easements covering previoudy drained wetlands that have been restored.

In targeting and prioritizing SWAP tracts Project Leaders should use Geographic Information System
dataincluding thunderstorm maps, land cover maps (grassdand acreage), landscape characteristic maps
and data on predator populations. Project Leaders aso need to evaluate potential purchases for tracts
where future management actions will sgnificantly contribute to increased waterfowl production (i.e,
purchase of a 100+ acre drained wetland that will be restored and managed for hemi-marsh conditions
and over water nesting species of ducks).

In prioritizing tracts for purchase under the SWAP other wildlife benefits may help determine priority.
These may include presence of large tracts of native prairie, endangered or threstened species, or
colonid nesting birds, expanding and protecting large tracts of grasdand as Grasdand Bird
Conservation Areas and resident species benefits (i.e., pheasant wintering marsh).

Format

All SWAP acquisitions will have the SWAP Acquisition Proposa cover sheet with feetitle and habitat
easement tracts including the SWAP Acquistion Priority Scorecard (Exhibit 2). The Project Leader’s
sgnature at the bottom of the SWAP Acquisition Proposa form represents gpprova for inclusion of the
landsinto the NWRS.

All SWAP ddinegtions will be made on the most recent digitd ortho quadrangles using the Wetland
Management Digtrict Geographic Information System (GIS) acquisition format with the following
gtandard colors (during FY 02, field sations will trangtion from the pen and ink format to GIS):



Boundary:  Proposed Purchases (Fee or Easement): White

WPA: Exigting - green Wetland Easement: Exigting - yellow
Habitat Easement: Exigting - dark blue Howage Easement: Existing - light blue
FmHA Easement: Exigting - red Wetlands blue

Show al drainage (tile, open ditch, county, and judicid ditches) with lines and arrows.
Show roads, railroads, and other rights-of-ways.
Show building sites within and adjacent to delineated aress.

All wetland essement ddineations will have the USFWS Wetland Easement Fidd Form attached
(Exhibit 3).
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SWAP ACQUISITION PROPOSAL Exhibit 1
To:
From:

Tract Name: Size:

County: Township/Section:

Owner’s Name:
Address:

Phone Number:

Interested Individual when not owner:

Acquigtion Type: Fee Wet Ease Flow Ease

Habitat Ease: Tota Hay Graze Hay and Graze

Priority: Fee & Habitat Easement: Round-out Score

Wetland Easement: Restoration High Medium Low

Comments,

Ddlineation Contact:

Name: Phone;
Address:

E-mail: Fax:
Approved Date

Project Leader



SWAP FEE & HABITAT EASE ACQUISITION PRIORITY SCORECARD

L andscape Setting Scor e - within 2 mile radius of center of delineation (maximum of 40)
PEMA + PEMC - Include existing and permanently protected restorable temporary & seasonal wetlands.

00-5 O05-10 O010-15 @15-20 O 20-25 @ 25-30 @ 30-35 m 35-40

—/

\

Points -
20
15
PEMC + PEMA/Sq.
% Grassland M.

% Grassland - Include all pasture, hay land, CRP, idle grass and other grassland.
WPA Delineation Scor e ( maximum of 50)
Final Size of WPA

80-160 &ac. - 2 pts 160-320 ac. - 5 pts 320-640 ac - 8 pts 640+ ac - 10 pts
Wetland Density (existing + restorable within eventual boundary)

0-10/sq mi - 2 pts 10-20/sgmi - 5 pts 20-30/sg mi - 8 pts 30+/sg mi.- 10 pts
Wetland to Upland Ratio (within eventual boundary)

1:1-2pts 1:2-5pts 1:3-8pts 1:4 - 10pts
Wetland Type Ratio (number of PEMF to PEMA+PEMC basins)

<1:10-1pt 1:10-1:20- 2 pts 1:20- 1:30- 4 pts >1:30-5pts

100+ acre PEMF that naturally or with aw/c structure installed provides

hemi-marsh conditions for over-water nesting species of diving ducks - 10 pts
Soils:

Tract contains 75% or greater Mollisol Series Soils- 5 pts

Other Factors Score (5 pts. each maximum of 10 pts.)
Native Prairie within delineation (minimum size 40 acres)
Presence of Endangered or Threatened Species
Presence of breeding population of Colonial Nesting Birds
Within Boundary of Identified GBCA or Shorebird CA

Provides “ Substantial Benefit” to local population(s) of Resident Species

2
7 \/

30+

Adjacent to permanently protected waterfow! habitat (i.e. WRP, RIM, state easement)

Total Score (maximum of 100)

Exhibit 2



USFWSWETLAND EASEMENT FIELD FORM Exhibit 3

Township
Date: County: Name:

Legal Description of Proposed Easement: (Attach photo with numbered basins)
T. N., R. W., section ,

Contact made by: Mapped by:

Owner’s Name:

Interested individual when not owner:

Easement Program Explained? Y N N/A

Basin No Type Present Condition* Basin No. Type Present Condition*
1 . 1 2 3 4 21 . 1 2 3 4
2 - 1 2 3 4 22 _ 1 2 3 4
3 - 1 2 3 4 23 - 1 2 3 4
4 - 1 2 3 4 24 - 1 2 3 4
5 - 1 2 3 4 25 _ 1 2 3 4
6 - 1 2 3 4 26 - 1 2 3 4
7 L 1 2 3 4 27 L 1 2 3 4
8 - 1 2 3 4 28 _ 1 2 3 4
9 . 1 2 3 4 29 . 1 2 3 4
10 _ 1 2 3 4 30 _ 1 2 3 4
11 _ 1 2 3 4 31 - 1 2 3 4
12 _ 1 2 3 4 32 _ 1 2 3 4
13 - 1 2 3 4 33 _ 1 2 3 4
14 . 1 2 3 4 34 . 1 2 3 4
15 - 1 2 3 4 35 _ 1 2 3 4
16 - 1 2 3 4 36 - 1 2 3 4
17 - 1 2 3 4 37 - 1 2 3 4
18 _ 1 2 3 4 38 _ 1 2 3 4
19 _ 1 2 3 4 39 - 1 2 3 4
20 _ 1 2 3 4 40 _ 1 2 3 4
*Legend: 1 - Existing basin qualifiesin present condition 3 - Basin qualifies with restoration
2 - Basin qualifies with no maintenance of drainage facility 4 - Does not qualify for easement

Comments,
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Appendix L: Goal Acres

Purchase Options Easements
Total

Procedural Acres Procedural Total Acres
County Agreement Approved Current Agreement Approved Current

Total Acres To Date Balance Total Acres To Date Balance
Becker 19,220.00 12,014.49 7.205.51 31,900.00 7,798.47 24,101.53
Big Stone 15,600.00 11,140.81 4,459.19 42,640.00 25,629.35 17,010.65
Clay 23,960.00 10,374.43 13,685.57 35,400.00 19,598.24 15,801.76
Cottonwood  6,446.38 3,184.78 3,261.60 4,000.00 398.92 3,601.08
Douglas 17,120.00 9,605.37 7,514.63 31,226.00 26,747.69 447831
Faribault 5,920.00 806.24 5,113.76 4,000.00 269.28 3,730.72
Freeborn 3,610.00 1,396.63 2,213.37 4,000.00 379.10 3,620.90
Grant 18,854.00 9,977.96 8,876.04 20,737.00 14,618.07 6,118.93
Jackson 8,500.00 4,161.89 4,338.11 3,000.00 425.85 2,574.15
Kandiyohi 16,800.00 13,254.47 3,545.53 32,660.00 14,677.34 17,982.66
Lac qui Parle  6,600.00 4,005.00 2,594.01 23,540.00 4,491.24 19,048.76
LeSueur 4,230.00 412.76 3,817.24 9,100.00 450.86 8,649.14
Mahnomen 14,000.00 5,406.94 8,593.06 35,250.00 18,026.09 17,223.91
McLeod 5,380.00 951.66 4,428.34 5,093.00 2,425.04 2,667.96
Meeker 15,440.00 4,619.28 10,820.72 14,700.00 8,035.58 6,664.42
Morrison 6,320.00 466.00 5,854.00 4,900.00 - 4,900.00
Norman 9,400.00 1,119.00 8,281.00 4,900.00 - 4,900.00
Otter Tail 35,704.62 20,825.73 14,878.89 75,290.00 70,516.57 4,773.43
Polk 22.700.00 11,161.77 11,538.23 46,460.00 7829.18 38,630.82
Pope 21,000.00 13,289.22 7,710.78 44,180.00 33,570.49 10,609.51
Stearns 14,900.00 9,063.18 5,336.82 15,810.00 4,818.83 10,991.17
Stevens 12,850.00 9,371.15 3,478.85 6,090.00 4,007.55 2,082.45
Swift 10,800.00 6,904.60 3,895.40 14,540.00 4,931.85 9,608.15
Todd 6,560.00 803.35 5,756.65 4,800.00 112.00 4,688.00
Traverse 6,720.00 4,103.98 2,616.02 8,440.00 3,983.31 4,456.69
Wilkin 2,997.00 2,197.00 800.00 1,430.00 1,066.00 364.00
Wright 17,140.00 2,180.14 14,959.86 7515.00 1,920.58 5,594.42
Yellow 1,260.00 963.85 296.15 7,360.00 637.27 7,222.73
Medicine
Other 41,428.00 9485.22 31,942.78 47,859.00 7,986.39 39,872.61
Counties*
Totals 391,460.00 183,247.89  208,212.11  587,320.00 285,351.14 301.968.86
*Other
Counties
Blue Earth 888.45 87.00
Carver 48.00
Chippewa 246.47 120.00
Clearwater 4,582.68

Continued Next Page

Appendix L: Goal Acres
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Appendix L: Goal Acres

Procedural
County Agreement
Total Acres

*Other
Counties Continued

Dakota
Lincoln
Lyon
Martin
Murray
Nobles
Renville
Rice
Rock
Scott
Sibley
Steele
Waseca

‘Watonwan

Totals / Other Counties

Purchase Options

Total

Acres

Approved Current
To Date Balance

73.90
754.26
1,574.48
74.00
1,886.63
508.27
1,091.23
615.00

40.00
797.92
630.13
248.78

55.70

9,485.22

Easements

Total Acres
Approved Current
To Date Balance

0.18
739.33
231.00
437.88

86.00
94.44

783.82

60.14
164.00
307.83

244.09
7,986.39

Big Stone Wetland Management District
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Finding of No Significant Impact

Environmental Assessment and Comprehensive Conservation Plan for Big Stone
Wetland Management District, Minnesota

An Environmental Assessment (EA) has been prepared to identify management strategies
to meet the conservation goals of the Big Stone Wetland Management District (District).
The EA examined the environmental consequences that each management alternative
could have on the quality of the physical, biological, and human environment, as required
by the National Environmental Policy Act of 1969 (NEPA). The EA presented and
evaluated three alternatives for managing wildlife and habitats as well as visitor services
on the District over the next 15 years:

Alternative 1 — Maintain Management on Current Acres With No Additional Land
Acquisition. Under this alternative we would manage fee title land already in the system
and would not increase the holdings to the agreed goal acres for each county within the
District. We would restore native grasslands, improve wetlands and evaluate our
approach to waterfowl production. We would maintain recruitment rate of waterfowl and
we would continue our present monitoring approach. We would avoid any actions that
would harm threatened or endangered species. We would maintain public access and
continue current staffing levels.

Alternative 2 — Increase Land Holdings to Goal Acres and Maintain Current Management
Practices (No action). Under this alternative we would continue acquiring land up to the
negotiated goal acres within each county in the District. We would expand the size of
Waterfowl Production Areas (WPAs) in areas of prime waterfowl use through easements
and working with partners. We would restore native grasslands and restore and improve
wetlands. We would maintain recruitment rates of waterfowl and continue monitoring
programs. We would avoid actions that would harm threatened or endangered species.
We would continue current public access and staffing levels.

Alternative 3 — Increase Land Holdings to Goal Acres and Expand Management for
Waterfowl, Other Trust Species and the Public (Preferred). Under this alternative we
would acquire land up to the negotiated goal acres for each county within the District.
We would expand the size of WPAs in areas of prime waterfowl use and we would focus
on prime habitat as identified by monitoring and GIS mapping. We would follow
Strategic Growth guidelines for acquisition which will focus on: 1) wetland complexes,
surrounding grasslands and natural predator component. 2) unit size, location, and ratio
of upland to wetlands, 3) prioritize according to the benefit to waterfowl, but other
wildlife benefits will be considered. We would avoid actions that would harm threatened
or endangered species. We would expand and improve public access to WPAs.
Management of the District will be consistent with other Districts throughout Minnesota,
Wisconsin and the Dakotas.




The alternative selected for implementation is Alternative 3. The strategies presented in
the Comprehensive Conservation Plan (CCP) were developed as a direct result of the
selection of this alternative.

For reasons presented above and based on an evaluation of the information contained in
the Environmental Assessment, we have determined that the action of adopting
Alternative 3 as the management alternative for the Big Stone Wetland Management
District CCP is found to have special environmental conditions as described in the
attached Environmental Assessment. This Finding of No Significant Impact will not be
final nor any actions taken pending a 30-day period for public review.

Additional Reasons:

1. The fire management section within the Environmental Assessment was expanded
as a result of comments and will be acted on after a 30-day period of public

review.

2. Future management actions will have a neutral or positive impact on the local
economy.

3. A cultural resource inventory completed prior to this CCP included
recommendations for the protection of cultural, archaeological and historical
resources. -

4. This action will not have an adverse impact on threatened or endangered species.

Supporting References:

Environmental Assessment
Comprehensive Conservation Plan

2/12/03

Regional DirectoN/ Date *
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1.0 Purpose and Need for Action

1.1 Purpose and Need for Action

1.1.1 Purpose

The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (Service) is proposing to prepare and implement a
Comprehensive Conservation Plan (CCP) for the Minnesota Wetland Management
Districts, which include the Big Stone Wetland Management District, the Detroit
Lakes Wetland Management District, the Fergus Falls Wetland Management District,
the Litchfield Wetland Management District, the Morris Wetland Management
District, and the Windom Wetland Management District.

The purpose of the proposed action is to establish the management
direction of the Districts for the next 15 years. The action is needed
because adequate and cohesive long-term management direction
does not exist for the District. Management is now guided by
several general policies and short-term plans. Future management
direction will be defined in a detailed set of goals, objectives, and
strategies described in the CCP.

Refuge Purpose Statements are primary to the management of
each refuge within the System. The Purpose Statement is derived
from the legislative authority used to acquire specific refuge lands
and is, along with Refuge System goals, the basis on which primary management
activities are determined. Additionally, these statements are the foundation from
which “allowed” uses of refuges are determined through a defined ”compatibility
process.” Purpose Statements for the Wetland Management Districts are:

“...as Waterfowl Production Areas” subject to “all of the provisions of such
Act [Migratory Bird Conservation Act]...except the inviolate sanctuary
provisions...” 16 U.S. C. 718(d)(c) [Migratory Bird Hunting and Conservation
Stamp Act],

“...for any other management purpose, for migratory birds.” 16 U.S.C. 715D
[Migratory Bird Conservation Act],

“...for conservation purposes...”7 U.S.C. 2002 [Consolidated Farm and Rural
Development Act].

The action is also needed to assess existing management issues, opportunities and
alternatives, and then determine the best course for managing the natural resources
in each District. Further, this action will satisfy the legislative mandate of the Na-
tional Wildlife Refuge System Improvement Act of 1997 which requires the prepara-
tion of a CCP for all National Wildlife Refuges, including Wetland Management
Districts. An additional purpose of the Environmental Assessment (EA) is to provide
direction and consideration of the Wetland Management Districts’ fire management
program, which is integral to the CCP.

This EA was prepared using guidelines of the National Environmental Policy Act of
1969. The Act requires us to examine the effects of proposed actions on the natural
and human environment. This EA describes three alternatives for future Complex
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Figure 1: Minnesota Wetland Management Districts Location
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management, the environmental consequences of each alternative, and our preferred
management direction. Each alternative has a reasonable mix of fish and wildlife
habitat prescriptions and wildlife-dependent recreational opportunities. Selection of
the identified preferred alternative was based on its environmental consequences and
ability to achieve the Complex’s purpose.

1.1.2 Need for Action

The CCP ultimately derived from this EA will set the management direction for the
Districts for the next 15 years. This EA will present three management alternatives
for the future of the Districts. One of the alternatives will be selected based on its
ability to meet identified goals. These goals may also be considered as the primary
need for action. They reflect Service trust responsibilities and priorities based upon
species needs, environmental conditions and Service policy. Goals for the Districts
were developed by the planning team and encompass all aspects of wetland manage-
ment district management including public use, habitat management and maintenance
operations. Each of the three management alternatives described in this EA will be
able to at least minimally achieve these goals.

The goals for the Minnesota Wetland Management Districts include:

Wildlife Goal: Strive to preserve and maintain diversity and increase the
abundance of waterfowl and other key wildlife species in the
Northern Tallgrass Prairie Ecosystem. Seek sustainable
solutions to the impact of Canada Geese on adjacent private
croplands. Preserve, restore, and enhance resident wildlife
populations where compatible with waterfowl and the preser-
vation of other trust species.

Habitat Goal: Restore native prairie plant communities of the Northern
Tallgrass Prairie Ecosystem using local ecotypes of seed and
maintain the vigor of these stands through natural processes.
Restore functioning wetland complexes and maintain the
cyclic productivity of wetlands. Continue efforts for long-
term solutions to the problem of invasive species with in-
creased emphasis on biological control to minimize damage to
aquatic and terrestrial communities. Continue efforts to
better define the role of each District in assisting private
landowners with wetland, upland and riparian restorations.

Acquisition Goal: Within current acquisition acreage goals, identify the highest
priority acres for acquisition taking into account block size
and waterfowl productivity data. These priority areas should
drive acquisition efforts whenever possible. Service land
acquisition should have no negative impact on net revenues to
local government. Understand and communicate the eco-
nomic effects of federal land ownership on local communities.

Monitoring Goal: Collect baseline information on plants, fish and wildlife and
monitor critical parameters and trends of key species and/or
species groups on and around District units. Promote the use
of coordinated, standardized, cost effective, and defensible
methods for gathering and analyzing habitat and population
data. Management decisions will be based on the resulting
data.
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Endangered Species /

Unique Communities

Goal: Preserve enhance, and restore rare native northern tallgrass
prairie, flora and fauna that are or may become endangered.
Where feasible in both ecological and social/economic terms,
reintroduce native species on WPAs in cooperation with the

Minnesota DNR.

Public Use /

Environmental

Education Goal: Provide opportunities for the public to use the WPAs in a way
that promotes understanding and appreciation of the Prairie
Pothole Region. Promote greater understanding and aware-
ness of the Wetland Management District’s programs, goals,
and objectives. Advance stewardship and understanding of
the Prairie Pothole Region through environmental education,
outreach and partnership development.

Development Plan

Goal: Preparation of WPA Development Plans: Complete Geo-

graphic Information System (GIS) based WPA Development
Plans for each unit in each District. Provide Districts with
GIS to assist with acquisition, restoration, management and
protection of public and private lands.

Staff, Facilities and

Equipment Goal: Provide necessary levels of maintenance, technician and
administrative support staff to achieve other Wetland Man-
agement District goals: Provide all Districts with adequate
and safe office, maintenance and equipment storage facilities
Acquire adequate equipment and vehicles to achieve other
District goals. Maintain District equipment and vehicles at or
above Service standards.

Annual Capital

Development Funds

Goal: Ensure that annual capital development funds are large
enough to meet necessary development of new WPA land:
Have adequate funds available each year to permit comple-
tion of maintenance needs for each Wetland Districts current
land base of Waterfowl Production Areas.

Consistency Goal: Develop and apply consistent policies for habitat, public use,

and resource protection and ensure frequent coordination
among Districts, both in Minnesota and in neighboring states
with WPAs (North and South Dakota, Iowa, and Wisconsin).

1.2 Decision Framework

In compliance with the National Environmental Policy Act of 1969, the Regional
Director for the Great Lakes-Big Rivers Region of the Service will use this Environ-
mental Assessment to select one of three alternatives (Chapter 2) and determine
whether the alternative selected will have a significant impact on the quality of the
human environment. Specifically, analysis and findings described in this EA will help
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the Regional Director decide whether to adopt the District’s management direction
pursuant to the goals, objectives, and strategies in the CCP (see CCP).

1.3 Background

1.3.1 The United States Fish and Wildlife Service

The United States Fish and Wildlife Service (Service) is the primary Federal agency
responsible for conserving, protecting, and enhancing the Nation’s fish and wildlife
resources and their habitats for the continuing benefit of the American people. Some
responsibilities are shared with Federal, state, tribal, and local entities, but the
Service has specific responsibilities for “trust species” - endangered species, migra-
tory birds, interjurisdictional fish, and certain marine mammals - as well as managing
and protecting lands and waters administered by the Service.

The Service’s mission is “Working with others to conserve, protect, enhance and,
where appropriate restore fish, wildlife and plants and their habitats for the continu-
ing benefit of the American people.”

Service goals are:

m  Sustainability of fish and wildlife populations: Conserve, protect, restore and
enhance fish, wildlife and plant populations entrusted to our care.

m Habitat Conservation: A Network of Land and Waters: Cooperating with
others, we will conserve an ecologically diverse network of lands and waters —
of various ownerships — providing habitats for fish, wildlife and plant re-
sources.

m Public Use and Enjoyment: Provide opportunities to the public to enjoy,
understand and participate in use and conservation of fish and wildlife re-
sources.

m Partnerships in Natural Resources: Support and strengthen partnerships
with tribal, state and local governments and others in their efforts to conserve
and enjoy fish, wildlife, plants and their habitats.

1.3.2 The National Wildlife Refuge System

The National Wildlife Refuge System (System) is an integral component of the
Service with the mission of “administering 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 Service manages more than 500 national wildlife refuges covering more than 93
million acres that are specifically managed for fish and wildlife and their habitats. The
majority of these lands, almost 83 percent of the land in the Refuge System is found in
the 16 refuges in Alaska, with the remaining acres spread across the remaining 49
states and several territories. More than 88 per cent of the acreage in the System was
withdrawn from the Public Domain. The remainder has been acquired through
purchase, from other Federal agencies, as gifts, or through easement/lease agree-
ments.
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Goals of the National Wildlife Refuge System are to:

s Fulfill our statutory duty to achieve refuge purposes and further the System
mission.

m  Conserve, restore where appropriate, and enhance all species of fish, wildlife,
and plants that are endangered or threatened with becoming endangered.

m Perpetuate migratory bird, interjurisdictional fish, and marine mammal
populations.

m  Conserve a diversity of fish, wildlife, and plants. —

b~

m Conserve and restore, where appropriate, representa-
tive ecosystems of the United States, including ecologi-
cal processes characteristic of those ecosystems.

m Foster understanding and instill appreciation of fish,
wildlife, and plants, and their conservation, by provid-
ing the public with safe, high-quality, and compatible
wildlife-dependent public use. Such use includes
hunting, fishing, wildlife observation and photography,
and environmental education and interpretation.

1.3.3 Minnesota Wetland Management Districts

Located in western Minnesota, the Wetland Management Districts of Minnesota are
set in a landscape that was once a mosaic of prairie and wetlands. From north to
south the land varied between woodland, sandy ridges and hills covered by prairie
flowers, dotted with small, blue wetlands and oak savannah. The combination of
prairie grasslands and small wetlands made it among the most biologically productive
landscapes in the world; supporting many people and an abundance of wildlife.

When European settlers arrived on the prairies, they recognized the land’s productiv-
ity and rapidly turned it to agriculture. In a few decades it ranked among the richest
agricultural land in the world. The landscape changed so rapidly, little of the original
prairie was saved. Today, only fragments remain in isolated, small blocks. With
fragmentation and the loss of large predators, smaller predators such as raccoon,
striped skunks and fox increased, much to the detriment of ground-nesting birds and
other native grassland species.

Perhaps no other ecosystem on earth as been so dramatically altered, in such a short
time, as the tallgrass prairie ecosystem of the Midwest. As the prairie wetlands were
being drained at an unprecedented rate, early surveys of the Prairie Pothole Region
revealed a strong correlation between prairie wetlands and waterfowl breeding
habitat. The Duck Stamp Act was passed in 1934 as an early step in stemming the loss
of prairie wetlands. Although the original Act did not allow purchase of small wet-
lands, it created a way for hunters to actively participate in maintaining waterfowl
populations. In 1958 the Act was amended, making it possible for the Service to buy
small wetlands and uplands for breeding waterfowl and for hunting. The acquired
wetlands became Waterfowl Production Areas, or WPAs, and formed the core of the
Wetland Management Districts. Wetland management districts are the federal
administrative unit that is responsible for acquiring, overseeing, and managing the
Waterfowl Production Areas and easements within a specified group of counties. Most
Districts are large and cover several counties.
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At the time the Small Wetland Acquisition Program (SWAP) began in 1962, the
Service entered into a Procedural Agreement with the State of Minnesota. This
document laid out the rules for the purchase of wetlands as required by the Wetland
Loan Act of 1961. The agreement was amended in 1976 when the number of counties
authorized for acquisition increased from 19 to 28, and the goal acreage was increased.
In 1991, the Minnesota Land Exchange Board gave the Service approval to expand its
land acquisition program to all 87 counties of the State. The State goal of 231,000
acres in fee title and 365,170 acres in easements, as established in 1976, remains
unchanged.

In western Minnesota, as of March 31, 1999, the Service owned 171,863 acres. Of these
acres, 56,693 are wetlands. In addition, the Service administers perpetual easement
agreements on 266,171 acres, of which 62,098 acres are wetlands. Wetlands that were
once drained have been restored; on Waterfowl Production Areas, 4,064 wetland
restorations have impounded 15,900 wetland acres.

The Wetland Management Districts combine to form a greater land mass than the
largest national wildlife refuge in the lower 48 states. On average, each District has
23,000 to 73,400 breeding ducks each year. Combined, the Districts average 240,600
breeding ducks each year.

1.3.4 Minnesota WMD Vision Statement for Desired Future Condition

The Districts will emphasize waterfowl production and ensure the preservation of
habitat for migratory birds, threatened and endangered species, and resident wildlife.
The Districts will provide opportunities for the public to hunt, fish, observe and
photograph wildlife and increase public understanding and appreciation of the North-
ern Tallgrass Prairie Ecosystem.

1.4 Project Inception

Several Federal, State, and local resource management plans provide the framework
for the Service’s proposed action, including the North American Waterfowl Manage-
ment Plan - U.S. Prairie Pothole Joint Venture and the Minnesota Prairie Pothole
Joint Venture Implementation Plan, the National Wetlands Priority Conservation
Plan, the Service’s Regional Wetlands Concept Plan, the Service’s Ecosystem Plan for
the Mississippi Headwater/Tallgrass Prairie ecosystem, the Partners in Flight
Northern Tallgrass Prairie Bird Conservation Plan and the U.S. Shorebird Conserva-
tion Plan and strategic planning efforts of numerous local governments, which identi-
fies preservation and protection of land and water resources as important public
needs.

To address the declining status of North American waterfowl populations, the United
States and Canada signed the North American Waterfowl Management Plan
(NAWMP) in 1986. The purpose of the NAWMP is to restore a continental breeding
population of 62 million ducks, including 8.7 million mallards, 6.3 million pintails, and a
fall flight of 100 million ducks during years of average environmental conditions. Of
late, the NAWMP has added objectives and activities for nongame birds. The
NAWMP is designed to reach these objectives through key joint venture areas and
state implementation plans within these joint venture areas.

Minnesota is one of five states (Minnesota, South Dakota, North Dakota, Montana,
and Iowa) located in the U.S. portion of the Prairie Pothole Joint Venture (PPJV)
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Area of the NAWMP. The objective of the PPJV is to produce 6.8 million breeding
ducks and a fall flight of 13.6 million birds by the year 2000.

In 1986, the U.S. Congress authorized the Emergency Wetlands Resources Act to
protect critical wetlands and promote wetland conservation. One of the requirements
of the Act was the preparation of a national plan to identify high priority wetlands for
protection. In 1989 the Department of the Interior developed the National Wetlands
Priority Conservation Plan, as directed by the Act.

In 1990, the Service developed a Regional Wetlands Con-
cept Plan for the Great Lakes-Big Rivers Region (Minne-
sota, lowa, Missouri, Illinois, Indiana, Wisconsin, Michigan,
and Ohio). The purpose of the plan was to identify wetlands
that are valuable for protection in conformance with the
Emergency Wetlands Resources Act of 1986.

In 1994, the Service developed an Ecosystem Plan for the
Mississippi Headwaters/Tallgrass Prairie ecosystem. The
overall goal of that plan is to form creative and productive
partnerships to restore some of the natural processes and a measure of the former
biological diversity that once characterized this ecosystem.

Henceforth, in 1997 the Service initiated detailed management planning on Minnesota
Wetland Management Districts. An interdisciplinary planning team was assembled to
reaffirm the purpose and significance of the Districts, determine the scope of the
planning effort, and define a protocol for carrying out the project. The protocol has
included an information gathering phase, an information analysis phase, an informa-
tion transfer phase, and a planning and implementation phase (current phase). A
geographic information system (GIS) was developed to aid in the analysis and transfer
of information.

1.5. Scoping and Public Involvement

Scoping is the process of identifying opportunities and issues related to a proposed
action. The planning process for this CCP began October 1, 1997, when a Notice Of
Intent to prepare a comprehensive management plan was published in the Federal
Register (Vol. 62: 51482).

Initially, members of the planning team identified a list of issues and concerns that
were likely to be associated with the management of the refuge. These preliminary
issues and concerns were based on the team members’ knowledge of the area, con-
tacts with citizens in the community, and ideas already expressed to the refuge staff.
Refuge staff and Service planners then began asking refuge neighbors, organizations,
local government units, schools and interested citizens to share their thoughts in a
series of open house events. Open houses were conducted on the following schedule:

November 17 — Detroit Lakes Wetland Management District, 7 attended
November 18 — Fergus Falls Wetland Management District, 9 attended
November 19 — Morris Wetland Management District, 9 attended
November 20 — Litchfield Wetland Management District, 1 attended
November 25 — Windom Wetland Management District, 15 attended
February 4 — Regional Office, Twin Cities, 62 attended
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People were also invited to send in written comments describing their concerns as
well as what they like about the refuge. Fifty-one written comments were received.

The range of issues identified by members of the public is as diverse as the individuals
voicing them. However, several common themes emerged. Issues fall into broad
categories of wildlife, habitat and people. These comments formed the basis of the
issues addressed by the CCP. Dealing with these issues is at the core of the develop-
ment of goals and objectives for the management of the Wetland Management Dis-
tricts.

1.5.1 Issues and Concerns

The following list of needs were identified through our scoping process and were used
to develop criteria for evaluating Alternatives in the Environmental Assessment.

Wildlife & Habitat

Waterfowl Productivity
m  How do we increase waterfowl production on District lands?

m  How do we ensure the Districts are buying the highest priority land in the
most efficient and cost-effective manner?

Other Migratory Birds
s How should we manage wetlands on District lands to optimize migrational,
breeding and nesting habitat for migratory birds.

m  How do we stem the loss of migratory birds on District lands?

Threatened / Endangered Species
m  How should the Districts address listed and rare and declining species?.

Native Species
s How should we improve native prairie restorations on District lands?

m  Under what circumstances should the Districts introduce rare native species
on District lands?

Biological Inventories/Monitoring
m  How do we improve biological inventories and monitoring on District lands?.

Federal Trust vs. Resident Wildlife
m  How should the Districts balance the needs of federal trust species with those
of resident wildlife?

Invasive Species
m  How should the Districts control invasive species on District lands?

Habitat Restoration and Management
s How should the Districts reduce the amount of crop depredation by foraging
Canada Geese on private lands adjacent to WPAs?

m  What are the long-term goals of the Districts Partners for Wildlife Private
Lands Program?

Contaminants Chapter 1 / Environmental Assessment
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m  How can the Districts mitigate negative external influences (e.g., contami-
nants) on WPAs and reduce its impact on long-term health and productivity of
District land?

Partners for Fish & Wildlife Program
m  What is the long range goal of the Partners for Fish and Wildlife Program
(Private Lands) on Wetland Management Districts?

People

Wildlife-dependent Recreation and Education
m  How can the Districts better communicate the benefits of federal land to a
community.

m  How can the Districts provide adequate facilities and programs for the public
to fully enjoy wildlife-dependent recreation in a way that is compatible with
the Service and National Wildlife Refuge mission?

Operations

Land Acquisition
m  Funding is needed to develop and manage newly acquired WPA land and
facilities.

Staffing
m Districts need sufficient staff in critical areas to fully meet resource chal-
lenges and opportunities.

Facilities and Equipment
m Districts need office, maintenance and storage facilities to carry out their
mission.

m  Vehicles and other necessary equipment need to be replaced on a regular
basis according to Service standards.

Management Consistency Among Districts

m  The Districts need to be consistent in their application of policy and resource
protection efforts.

1.6 Legal, Policy, And Administrative Guidelines

1.6.1 Legal Mandates

Service resource management and land acquisition is done in accordance with author-
ity delegated by Congress and interpreted by regulations and guidelines established
in accordance with such delegations (Appendix A).

1.6.2 Endangered Species Act Section 7 Review

The proposed action may affect but is not likely to affect any federally listed threat-
ened or endangered species or species proposed for listing. This precludes the need
for further action on the project as required under Section 7 of the Endangered
Species Act of 1973, as amended.
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Chapter 2: Description of Alternatives

2.1 Development of Alternatives

Project Leaders on Wetland Management Districts (WMD) within the major water-
fowl breeding habitats of the United States have been charged with the responsibility
to identify tracts of land that meet the goals of the Small Wetland Acquisition Pro-
gram (SWAP) for inclusion in the National Wildlife Refuge System (NWRS). Of all
the responsibilities Project Leaders carry, identifying lands to include in the NWRS
has the longest lasting implications and is by far the most impor-
tant. The land, once acquired needs to be managed intensively
with a variety of tools available to the managers. The intensity of
management is limited by the number of staff available and the
scattered distribution of the land holdings across a wide land-
scape in 28 counties of Western Minnesota. The following Alter-
natives identify three approaches meeting the goals and responsi-
bilities of land ownership and management.

The main goal of the SWAP has been, and still is, to purchase a
complex of wetlands and uplands that provide habitat in which
waterfowl can successfully reproduce. The basic concept has
been to purchase in fee title key brood marshes that include adequate nesting cover
on adjacent uplands while protecting under easement surrounding temporary and
seasonal wetland basins as breeding pair habitat. Once this is accomplished the land
must be managed through seeding with native grasses and forbs, burning, and spray-
ing for exotic and/or invasive vegetation and insects, and dispose abandoned buildings
and wells. In addition, the areas must be fenced, signed and made accessible to the
public.

The SWAP began in 1958 and accelerated rapidly in the early 1960’s with passage of
the Wetlands Loan Act. The original 1960’s delineations were prepared for each fee
title parcel based on their suitability to provide brood rearing habitat for waterfowl.
These delineations designated wetlands as priority A, B, and C for fee title purchase.
These tracts had few upland acres and only existing wetlands with no drainage
facilities were considered for fee or easement purchase. In some locations, these
original delineations have been reevaluated and revised. In Minnesota, a 1974 exer-
cise produced maps showing proposed boundaries of each fee title delineation, as well
as wetlands within a two-mile radius that were eligible for easement purchase. A
1984 effort produced maps of “significant wetland areas” for fee title purchase.
Although dated, these efforts were biologically sound and provide valuable informa-
tion in deciding which properties to purchase today.

Over the years our understanding of breeding waterfowl biology has increased and
the landscape of the Upper Midwest has changed dramatically. The SWAP itself has
evolved to include purchase of drained wetlands, increased upland acreage, and
grassland easements along with new counties that include lands within intensely
agricultural and urbanized landscapes.

Three possible alternatives to acquisition and management were considered as we
thought about the future of the programs for the Wetland Management Districts. The
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three alternatives were (1) manage what lands we currently own, (2) acquire addi-
tional lands and manage them as we currently manage the lands that we own and (3)
acquire additional lands and expand management beyond the present level of inten-
sity.

In the following sections we summarize what we would do under each alternative.
The alternatives are described in the following paragraphs, but more detail is pro-
vided in Table 2 on page 21. The third alternative is our preferred alternative, which
is developed in more detail as the Comprehensive Conservation Plan.

2.2 Elements Common To All Alternatives

2.2.1 Fire

2.2.11 Prescribed Fire

Prescribed fire is a habitat management tool that is used on the Districts regularly.
District staff annually burn WPAs to enhance habitat for upland game, waterfowl, and
other species of interest. The periodic burning of grasslands, and sedge meadows
reduces encroaching vegetation such as willow. It also encourages the growth of
desirable species such as native prairie grasses and forbes.

All prescribed burns are carried out by highly trained and qualified personnel who
perform the operation under very precise plans. The Wetland Management Districts
have approved fire management plans that describe in detail how prescribed burning
will be conducted on District land. No burning takes place unless it meets the qualifi-
cations of the prescription for each unit. A prescription is a set of parameters that
define the air temperature, fuel moisture, wind direction and velocity, soil moisture,
relative humidity, and several other environmental factors under which a prescribed
burn may be ignited. This insures that there is minimal chance the fire will escape the
unit boundaries and that the fire will have the desired effect on the plant community.

Prescribed burns will oceasionally be conducted within or near development zones,
sensitive resources, and boundary area to reduce the risk from wildfire damage. To
the greatest extent possible, hazard reduction prescribed fires will only be used when
they compliment resource management objectives.

Combustion of fuels during prescribed fire operations may temporarily impact air
quality, but the impacts are mitigated by small burn unit size, the direction of winds
the burns are conducted with, and the distance from population centers. All efforts
will be taken to assure that smoke does not impact smoke sensitive areas such as
roads and local residences.

Burn frequency will vary on established grassland, savanna, and wet meadow units
dependent on management objectives, historic fire frequency, and funding. As part of
the prescribed fire program, a literature search will be conducted to determine the
effects of fire on various plant and animal species, and a monitoring program will be
instituted to verify that objectives are being achieved. Collectively, the Wetland
Management Districts conduct an average of 121 prescribed fires covering approxi-
mately 16,113 acres each year (5-year average, 1998-2002). The District’s goal will be
to burn every 4 to 7 years. Under the preferred alternative, the collective goal of the
Districts is to burn 30,000 to 32,000 acres per year. This frequency replicates the
wildfire frequency that historically occurred and is needed to maintain the grassland
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biome. Approximately 95 percent of burning occurs in the spring from April through
May. The balance of burning occurs in the fall, generally in late September through
mid-October.

Prescribed fires cannot and will not be ignited when the area is at an extreme fire
danger level and/or the National Preparedness level is V, without the approval of the
Regional Fire Management Coordinator. In addition, the Districts will not ignite
prescribed fires when adjacent counties or the State in which the burn unit is located
have instituted burning bans without the applicable State DNR concurrence.
Drought can have an effect on fire severity and control. One or more drought indica-
tors (PDI - KBI) will be used to determine the degree of drought. These indicators
can be accessed on the web at http.//www.boi.noaa.gov/fwxwed/ fwoutlook.htm

Spot fires, slop-overs, and escapes can be an expected occurrence on any prescribed
fire. They can be caused by any of a number of factors that can not always be ac-
counted for in the planning process. A few minor occurrences of these events on a
prescribed burn can usually be controlled by holding forces of the burn crew. If so,
they do not constitute a wildfire. The burn boss is responsible for evaluating the
frequency and severity of these events and taking mitigating measures such as
slowing down or stopping the burn operation, ordering additional holding forces from
within District staff, or taking measures to extinguish the prescribed burn. Should an
escape event exceed the ability of existing holding forces to control, and additional
assistance become necessary in the form of DNR involvement, the event will be
classified a wildfire and controlled accordingly. Once controlled by these forces the
prescribed burning operation will be stopped for the burning period. A fire number
will be obtained to implement wildfire funding to cover the cost of control, a wildfire
report will be generated and a Wildland Fire Situation Analysis will be prepared.

Prescribed burns can be conducted at any time of year depending on resource objec-
tives and prescription. However, the normal prescribed fire season begins approxi-
mately April 1, and ends by May 31, due to early bird nesting. Fall burning may begin
again August 15, and end October 31.

Precautions will be taken to protect threatened and endangered species during
prescribed burning. Nesting trees for Bald Eagles will be protected and burning will
not be conducted at a time or in a way to negatively impact any nesting eagles. If any
of the known disjunect populations of listed plant species are in or near a burn unit,
precautions will be taken to avoid the plants.

Existing firebreaks will be used. They may undergo minor improvements such as
graveling or rotovation (vegetation disruption). General policy dictates that any new
firebreaks or below surface improvements to existing firebreaks will be approved by
the Regional Historic Preservation Officer.

The District Managers will be responsible for supervising the development of re-
source management objectives for individual units. The District staff will provide
assistance in the selection of the appropriate management tool needed to meet
objectives. Prescribed fire is just one of a combination of tools available. If needed,
the Zone Fire Management Officer (Zone FMO) will be consulted for assistance in
developing a prescription that will achieve the desired results.

Burn plans (The Fire Manage