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Executive Summary

Introduction

Formed ovetwentyyears ago, the Rainwater Basin Joint Ven{®@/BJV) has built

partnerships, identified biological needsd developed conservation delivery mechanisms to put
conservation where it really matters: on gneund. Resource conservation requires a well
developed plan based on sound science and a vision.

Improving wetland conditions in the Rainwater Badietland Complex (RWBhas been the
principal aimof the RWBJV for the pastwentyyears and is expected to continue to be for years
to come.Butsincet h e p ar incegionschange®have placed new demands on the
RWBJV. New scientific informatiorhas led to findingnew ways to deliver effective
conservation.The need foall-bird conservation has increasdd addition the need to address

all species of birdeas caused tHeRWBJV to expand its administrative argainclude the

central twethirds of Nebraska.

This ImplementatiorPlan marks the beginning olur next tweny years Its purpose is to direct

future conservation actions across a broader landscape for the benefit of all bird speaies
scienceregardingbird species, their habitatsndtheir distribution will lead tomore effective
conservation.The plan 6saccess depends on building cohesive partnershiastnerships that

strive totreatboth agriculture and wildlifasi mpor t ant parts of Nebraska

It is expected thauture emphasiwill remain on waerfowl and wetland caervation in the
RWB. But in doing a better job of planning and delivering conservation, we ea|seto
provide better habitat for waterbirds, shorebirds,
and landbirdsicross the entire RWBJV
Administrative Area

Theplancontaingwo parts: theverarching
RWBJV Implementation lan for the RWBJV
Administrative Areaand detailedndividual plarns
for four distinct bird groups landbirds,
shorebirds, waterbirdandwaterfowl The ) : e
RWBJV is committed to updatg and refinng Administrative extent of the RWBJV
both the Implementation Plan atiee associated

bird plans as new information becomes available.

Vision

TheRWBJV Administrative Areas a landscapencompassing the central portion of Nebraska
thatsuppors healthyagricultural communities, rich witvetlands, streams, and grasslarts
alsoprovidesessential habitat for millions of birds and other wildlife. The healthy ecological
conditions of the regionds biologically wuniqu
social and environmentadtability, creatinpa fisense of pl aced among t he
and North AmericaPartnerships, which bond the social, econgrai environmental needs of

the regionwill use theircollective talents and resourdesmaintainthis sustainable landscape.

Decisions and actions will hendertakerwith a united voice, founded on common sense and
sciencebased information.

1



Mission

Mission

The mission of the Rainwater Basin Joint Venture istditate cooperation between
government angrivateconservatioractions based on sound scienteadvancebird
populationsandthe quality and quantity aheir habitats within the centraégionof Nebraska.

Goals

1 Restore and maintain sufficient wetland habitat in the Rainwater Basin area o$iéetora
assist in meeting population objectives identified in the North American Waterfowl
Management Plan

1 Restore and maintain sufficient bird habitats withinRWBJV AdministrativeArea to
support thegoalsof the four established national bird platie North American
Waterfowl ManagemerRlan the Partners in FlighNorth American Landbird
Conservation Rn, the United StatesShorebird Conservation Plan, athé North
AmericanWaterbird Conservation Plan

Objectives

The RWBJV has two groups afbjectives comprehensivebjectives relatingo the entire
RWBJV Administrative Aregand those specific to the Rainwater Basin.

RWBJV Comprehensive Objectives

1 By 2015, develop specific conservation plans for each Geographic Focuwifkrieethe
RWBJV Administrative Area

1 By 2015 revise the RWBJV Landbird Plan to include additional priority species and
geospatial Species Distribution Models to inform conservation dblads.

T By 2020, increase community support and unc
25%.

1 By 2020, expand b20% the existing network of conservation partners to include regional
and communitypased organizations, anthke fulluseofe ach partner 6s capa
address the RWBJVOGsS mission.

1 By 2020, expand by 25% the level of outceb@ased monitoring in suppoof established
biological targets.

1 By 2030, protect, restore, and enhance sufficient wetland habitat to support migrating
shorebirds, waterbirds, and waterfowl! in R&/B.

1 By 2030,protect,restore and enhance sufficient grassland habitat to sufgeeding bird
population goals established for landbirds, shorebirds, waterbirds, and waterfowl within
the RWBJV Administrative Area.

Rainwater Basin Objectives

1 By 2015, develop a comprehensive water management plan to guide wetland and
watershed restotian for optimal use of natural runoff and supplemental water supplies.

2



Mission

1 By 2015, revise the Rainwater Basin Evaluation Plan to better measure relationships
between waterfowl needs, habitat conditions, and management actions.

1 By 2020, develop @roader fnancial base (including traditional and Aaditional
funding sources) to ensure a more stable level of funding to complete conservation
projects.

1 By 2030, improve, maintain, and protect natural wetlanttsough a voluntary,
cooperative approaéhwhich ae capable omeeting theenergetic redsof spring
migrating waterfowk~ 4.4 billion kilocalorie$ underaverage weather conditians

An Invitation to Participate

The natural resources within tR¥WBJV Administrative Areaare like a collection of jewels
representingreat valué not only to the state of Nebraska, but to the natibimey provide
food, rest, and a home foriliions of birds,of speciedvothabundant andare

The RWBJV has taken on the challenge of ensutimaftheseresourcesemain a part of
Nebraskd s wi | d | whife still praviding teariomic opportunities for the people who live
and work in the region. Thisplementation Rn is written to identiftheresources andctions
thatneed to be taketo ensurehis vision ofthe future. It is meant to be dynamendadapable

to changing timesNew scientific informatiorand broaebased participatiowill lead us to new
conservation strategie®roblems that now appear as barriers will be overcohewweople

with different perspectives join together to find workable solutions.

The Rainwater Basin Joint Venture Management Board, atNlosgmber 142013 meeting in
York, Nebraska approved this Implementation Plan to provide direction and gufdance
delivering effective conservatian a landscape dominated pyivately owned agricultad land

Rainwater Basin Joint Venture Management Board

PeterBerthelsenPheasants Forever

Bob Bettgey Fillmore County Landowner

Steve DonovanDucks Unlimited

Ardell Epp Hamilton County Landowner

Gloria EricksonPhelps County Landowner

Ken FeatherUpper Big Blue Natural Resources District

Mace Hack, Ph.DThe Nature Conservancy

Tim McCoy, Ph.D, Chair, Nebraska Game and Parks Commission
Michael OnnenNebra&a Association of Natural Resources Districts
Clint Riley, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service

Greg Reisddf, Farm Service Agency

Larry Reynolds/Dave Raffetyri-Basin Natural Resources District
Steve Shawdittle Blue Natural Resources District

Mel Taylor, Hllmore County Landowner

Britt Weiser, Natural Resources Conservation Service
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Executive Summary

The RWBJV was formed in 1992. The initial focus of the RWBJV was the RWB. rddimn
contains a high density of playa wetlands and is the focal pointiofspigration for waterfowl
in the GentralHyway. Thus conservation actions during thea r t n einitial eiarp iese
focused on protecting, restoring, and enhancing wetlansispport migrating waterfowlThe
RWBJV Management Board embracte 1999North American Bird Conservation Initiative
(NABCI) framework(NABCI 1999)andexpaneédthep a r t n egecgrhphi@ri s
conservatiorfocus With adoption of NABCJlthe RWBJV accepted the responsibitity
implementing the conservation objectiveslimetd in the four national bird planshe North
American LandbirdConservatiorPlan(NALCP), the United States ShorebionservatiorPlan
(USSCB, the North American Waterbird Conservation PINAWCP), and the North American
Waterfowl Management PIZINAWMP). Theexpanded R/BJV Administrative Area includce
the portionsof Bird Conservation Regi@ill BCR 11;Prairie Pothole Region) and 1BGR

19; Central Mixedgrass Prairieghat liewithin Nebraska.

This second version of the RWBJV Implementat®dan builds a the first twenty years of
collaborative conservation and provides a koeign vision for the next twenty year#t.also

builds on the RWBJV Landbird, Shorebird, Waterbird, and Waterfowl plans. These plans scaled
down the population objests outlined in the four national bird plans to describeptiaity

bird species and numbef individuals that aréelieved taely on the RWBJV Administrative
Area. Since its inceptiojthe RWBJV has striveto find viable opportunities @ integrate
wetlandand uplandabitats nto this privatéy owned agriculturally dominated landscape. This
plan reflects the current science and describes a set of conservation opportunitiéls that
complement the current habitat conditions in the RWBJV Adminig&dtrea andif
implementedwill support theavian species thaely on ths broad geographic landscapEhe
RWBJV Management Board viethis notas a static plan, but rath@sa living document that
will be updated and modified with new sdiic fi ndingsand as new conservation opportunities
emerge.

To develop this Implementation Plahe RWBJV adoptedhe Strategic Habitat Conservation
(SHC)business modelThe SHC model builds a the Department of Interics Adaptive

Resource Managemenafnework. The four elements of t8&lC business model arg)

Biological Planning, 2) Conservation Design, 3) Conservation Delivery, and 4)
Research/Inventory/Monitoring. In theological planning phasepriority species are identified
from the natioal bird plans, population objectives are established, and models or frameworks
are developed to describe spediebitat relationships. In trenservatiordesign element

current landscape carrying capacity is established, limiting factors are idemi#i@tht

objectives arelefined anddecisionsupporttools(DSTs)are developed to guide conservation
delivery to locations on the landscape that have the greatest potebgakdfitpriority species.
Conservatiordelivery utilizesthe DSTs to guide dekry of conservation progrania a manner
that will achievedesiredhabitat conditionsind when necessayjo develop and implemenew
programs to address limiting factors. Treeearchhventorymonitoring element of the SHC

uses directed research mas and monitoring to evaluate the key uncertainties identified in the
planning and implementatipandto collect data needed to improve conservation delivery.

The RWBJV identifiedl9 priority landbirdspecie that rely on the RWBJV Administrative
Area. The Hierarcical All Bird System (HABS) database was useeéstablish current

4
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landscape carrying capacity and spesigscific desired carrying capacitieshe HABS
databaséncorporates density estimates by habitat ggambraphidnformationsystemg(GIS)

landcover data to project landscape carrying capacity. The database estimated that at population
goak,the RWBJV Administrative Area would support 16.6 million laindg approximately

94% ofwhich aregrassland obligates.

The RWBJV used benergetis models to guide planning for shorebirds, waterbirds, and
waterfowl. We identified 24 priority shorebirdpecie that rely on the RWBJV Administrative
Area. At population goalan estimated 1.7 million shorebirds would use the RWBJV
Administraive Area during migrationand400,000 shorebirds would breed in the
Administrative Area. Shorebirds using the RUVBAdministrative Area would require 2.1
billion kilocalories (kcals) of foraging resources from wetland habitats.

Waterbirds are probabthe least understood of all the bird groups. The RWBJV identified 52
species thatse the RWBJV Administrative Area, but only had sufficient information to plan for
Interior Least Terns, Sandhill Cranes, and Whooping Crahles.bienergetis modelestmated
thatthe 560,000 Sandhill Crandsat use th&€entral and North Platte Riv&eographic Focus
Areawill require 10.8 billion kcal®f foraging resourceshile staging in the RWBJV
Administrative Area. The RWBJV assumed that if sufficient hakreae available for Sandhill
Cranes along the Platte Riyénere wouldalsobe sufficient habitat fobreedinginterior Least
Terns andPiping Ploversas well agor the millions of waterfowl anthe endangeredlVhooping
Cranesthat also ref on this region.

To guide conservation planning for waterfoile RWBJV identifiedenpriority species. The
bioenergetis model estimated #t 8.6 million waterfowlmigrating through the RWBJV

Administrative Areavould require 15.6 billion kcalsvith 4.4 billionkcalscoming from

wetlandderived foraging resource$n addition to waterfowl that use migration habitat, a
estimated 235,000 breediSanghilsvat er fowl rely on

The RWBJV identified eighGeographic Focus Areas (GFAR)the RWBY Administrative
Area DefiningGFAs allowed thgpartnership to describe relevant conservation stratagies
targets at the local and Administrative Area scdlee GFAsidentifiedwere: Central Loess
Hills, Central and North Platte River, Missouri RiyBlortheast Prairiéglkhorn River,
Rainwater Basin, Republic&iver/Blue River Drainageand Loess CanyonSandhills,and
Verdigrisi Bazile CreekDrainages. These regions were identified because tiveysiailar
topograples soils, landuse, threatto habitaf and conservation opportunities.

In the Central Loess Hills the primary focusis grassland for grassland obligate bird spegies
playas wetlands to support migrating waterfowl, shorebirds\VmabpingCranes andthe Laup
rivers which providebreedinghabitat forinterior Least Terns and Piping Plovetdabitat
strategies and targets for the Central Loess Hills inciyd@0 acres of playa wetlagi@
hydrologicallyfunctioning Laip Riversystem, and 34,500 acres of grasslarestoed and
enhancd through remoal of eastern red cedars and establishment of herbaceous grasslands.

In the Central and North Platte RiVBFA, the goas areto: remove 6,000 acres of forest and
woodlands from the active channel and adjacent wet meadesige and protec,000 acres of
functional wet meadows and associated uplapids/ide habitat inventories to better defae
functional riverine wetland systerand ensurg¢he availability 0f80,700 acres of cornfields with
sufficient waste graifor migrating birds
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In the Missouri River GFA, the goal is to provide data and information to dedoeil@bitat
availableunder different flow regimes. This information will allow RWBJV partners to better
describe desired hydrologic atitions forthe Missouri River system

In the Rainwater Basin GFAhe goal is to provide sufficient wetland habitat thoe shorebirds,
waterbirds, and waterfowl that rely @ime public and private lands this region. The RWBJV
outlined initial goas of 12,515 acres of public land acquisitions, enrollment of 13,585 acres of
private lands into longerm conservation programs, enrollment of 7,345 acres of private lands in
shortterm conservation programendwatershed restoration and vegetation manageno

provide sufficient habitat fathe shorebirdswaterbirds, andvaterfowl that rely on this region.

In the Sandhills GFAthe goal is to enhance grassland habitats by removing 8,410 acres of
eastern red cedar, while maintaining the current hatmise provided by the abundant wetlands
and grasslands found in this region. Sustaining the current habitat conditions will provide
sufficient habitat to support breeding population objectives for a majority of the landbirds,
shorebirds, waterbirds, and tegfowl in the RWBJV Administrative Area.

In theNortheast Prairigglkhorn River, RepublicaRiver/Blue River Drainageand Loess

Canyons, and Verdigris Bazile CreekDrainages GFAghe focus ioon grassland birds. In

these three GFAs the goal isitoprove grassland bird habitat by enhancing 117,660 acres of
grassland habitats. Conservation targets and strategies are outlined for each GFA. In,summary
the actions in these GFAs will result in removaB6§160acres of eastern red cedar and
reestaishment of 31,500 acred grasslands through programsisch aghe Conservation

Reserve PrografCRP) In addition to removabf eastern red cedar anglestablishment of
grasslandsRWBJV partners will work with willing landowners to develop rotatiagralzing

systems. These systems will imprdkie habitat qualityof existing grasslandsy increasing

grassland structure and stature

As each of the RWBJV bird plansasdevelopedkey uncertainties and model assumptions were
defined. Uncertainties rged from forage availability (energetic resources) to local and

landscape factors that influence habitat selection and use by different species. The RWBJV

work with universities and partreto implement directed research projects, comtiong-tem

monitoring projects, and initiate baseline inver@sito acquire thaaformationneededo better

address uncertainties. The RWBJV is committed to integrating new information to inform the
objectives outlined in this Implementation Plan. Paetnersh p 6 s p | anisonafive pr oc e s
year revisiorcycle whereby the Management Board and Technical Comnateeurrently

scheduled toeviewthefour bird plans ad the Implementation Plam 2015

Conservation in the RWBJXdministrative Area will require a proactive approach that

integrates wetland and upland habitat intcettandscape. The RWBJV Administrative Area

varies in ownership, but most of the GFAs have private ownership exceeding 99%.

Achievement ofthe objectves outlined in this plan will require the conservation community to

be flexible and focused on strategic delivery of programs in GFAs that have the greatest potential
to contribute topopulationgoals All programs delivered by the RWBJV will be on a voluntary
basis. This will require the RWBJV partners to continue to develop economically viable

solutions that fit intdhis privately ownedgricultuil landscape
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The Rainwater Basin Joint Venture

The Rainwater Basin Joint Venture

History of the Organization

North American Waterfowl Managemen tPlan

The Rainwater Basin Joint VentuiifWBJV) builds upon the work of a generation of
conservationists in Nebraska and throughout North America who had the vision to create and put
in motion a continertvide approach to bird conservatiomhe North Ameican Waterfowl
Management Plan: A Strategy for CooperafildWMP) (U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service and
Canadian Wildlife Service, 1986came the foundation of an international response to sharply
declining waterfowl populations and habitats in manygafthe continent.

Between 1970 and 1979 the average annual continental breeding duck popudation
approximatéy 62 million. A 1985 survey showetthatnumbers had declinddr almost allduck
species. The most significatecreasewerefor NorthernPintails (more than 50%Mallards
(37%) andBlue-wingedTeal (29%).

NAWMP acknowledged that the goal of providing habitatvfaterfowlpopulationat 197 00 s
levelswould require changes in the way conservatias pursuedA cooperativeeffort by all

state, federal, and private interests would be needed to address landscapeugsigesiore
conservation would need to be daxtehe local levelbut mindful ofits collective effecton the
broadedandscape. fie gan encouragedhe famation of joint venturegjefined as cooperative
partnerships ofjovernmentnd private organizatiornvghosetaskis to work toward projects that
preserve or enhance waterfowl habitat.

Congressdvanced 1 mpl e me nedormnmendationsypbsang theeNonthl an 0 s
American Wetland€onservation Act in 1989. Theteencouraged the formation of partnerships
to develop and implement conservation projects consistentNAWMP. It also established the
North American Wetlands Conservation Fund to help stgwojects through grants.

Formation of the RWBJV

One year after thenactmenof the North American WetlasdConservation Actthe Nebrasla
Game and Parks CommissionSUFish and Wildlife Service, and Ducks Unlimited submitied
conceptplanfor the Rainwater Basir{Gersib et al1990). The concept plan proposed the
creation of the(RWBJV. High concentrationsf birds extensivehabitat losses, and the risks
associated with overcrowdinvgthin theRainwater Basin Wetland Compex\(f3) were
presenteds the basitr forming theRWBJV.

TheRWBJV received official statusom NAWMP in 1991 and completed ifgst

ImplementatiorPlan the following yeafGersib et al. 1992)The plan outlinedthe ar t ner s hi p &
structure goals and strategies. Tfexus was habitat management, primaatjdressingvetland

losseghat hadoccurred between 1965 and 19881983 surveySchildman and Hurt, 1984
reportedthatonly 10% of theR WB distoric wetlands remagd. Outbreaks of avian cholera,

which began in th&970s,seemed to indicatiat wetland habitat within the Rainwater Basin

hadcrossed a thresholturing that perioéindthat habitat lossvas negativelympacting
waterfowlthatusedthe region. Over250,000 waterfowl died of avian cholera in tR§/B

between 1975 and 198&tutheit, 1988)



The Rainwater Basin Joint Venture

Theinitial RWBJV ImplementatiorPlan positedthat an additional 25,000 wetlaadresand
25,000 uplandcres needed protection and restoratiioreverse the declindt further
recognizedhatdevelopment ofeliable water sourcasould beneeded to assure thae
existingwetlands ponded water of adequate quality gumhtity. Alterations within watersheds
hadseriously diminished the delivery of natural runa$fwell aghe quality of water reaching
wetlands.

The gan advocated voluntary approaciplacing emphasis on programs that would improve and
protectwetlandsn private ownershiplt was thenand still remainsinfeasible undesirableand
impractical for public agencies to acquire all remainweglands.

Expansion of the RWBJV 6 &eographic Boundary

At the national levelwork had begun to coordinate the efforts of four bird conservatans:p
NAWMP, the North American Landbir€ConservatiorPlan(NALCP) (established i1990),the
U.S. Shorebird Conservation PIASSCP)established ii1996), andhe North American
WaterbirdConservatiorPlan(NAWCP) (establishedn 1999. The habitat needs addressed by
the individualplans often overlapped, requiring a coordinated approachR9®, the North
American Bird Conservation Initiative (N\8CIl) Committee was formedThe Gmmittee is a
coalition of government agencies, private organizations, and bird initiafivlsse i r g o a |
deliver the full spectrum of bird conservation througbionally based, biologically driven,
landscapeor i ent ed partnerships. o

NABCI divided North America into 62 ecologically distinct regions called Bird Conservation
Regions (BCR). Each BCRs a region withsimilar bird communities, habitats, and resource
management issue®ortions of five BCRs lie within Nebraskgigure 1) They are:

BCR-11 Prairie Potholes, located in the far northeast

BCR-17 Badlands and Prairies, located in the far northwest portion of the panhandle
BCR-18 Shortgrass Prairie, coueg most of the remaining panhandle

BCR-19 Central Mixeegrass Prairie, covering most of the state

BCR-22 Eastern Tallgrass Prairie, located along the eastern edge

NABCI identified joint ventures
to be the most effective means of S

carrying out aHbird conservation - \"\W—AQ_\{ Z
plans. Existing joint ventures 1
were encouraged to broadiaeir 2
responsibilities botly increasing 9 =

their geographic area (to cover BCR 18 ““

those portions of the nation not RCl
alreadycovered by joint ventures) D ]

andby extendng their

management actions beyond | =
waterfowl to include all birds.

Figure 1. Bird Conservation Regions (BCR) within
After 1999 theRWBJV began Nebraska. Darker shaded portion is he Rainwater Basin
expanding its responsibilities to Joint Venture Administrative Area.

include conseration actions for



The Rainwater Basin Joint Venture

all bird habitats within a larger geographic red@ioconsisting othe Nebraska portions &CR

11 and BCR 19By confining its administrativareato justNebraskathe RWBJV reduced the
number of potential partners, but allowed themership to remaifocused on bird conservation
in a relatively small geographyAlthough theRWBJV expanded its administrative boundary, it
continues to recognize tWB as its primary focus fazonservation delivery

Adoption of Strategic Habitat Co nservation

TheRWBJVevol ved further with its deci qNatonalt o use
Ecological Assessment Team, 20@8)its basis for conservatioi®strategic Habitat Conservation

(SHC) is a sciencbased framework for making managerndecisions, especially at a

landscape level. Four elements makethe frameworkl) Biological Planning, 2)Conservation

Design, 3)ConservatiorDelivery, and 4Research/Inventory/Monitoring.

SHC shifts the focuawayfrom achieving project@acresand managemeifor the sake of
increased numberoward afocus on quantifying the a n d s abditp te Susain priority
species Biological plannings driven by &quiring scietific information needed to better
deliver conservationConservation d&gn results in spatially explicit tools that guide
conservation delivery ttheareas within the landscape that have the greatest potential to
positively influence priority species. Research/Inventdoyiitoring activitiesprovide feedback
on the effect®f management actiond he feedback, in turn, leatts better biological planning
and conservation desigimhe cycle repeats itselfut at a more informed and effective level.

Biological planning and conservation desaye moreefficiently accomplishé on a larger
landscape scale and require direct involvenhbgrthe RWBJV staff to ensure consistencyrass
the region. In contrastpaservation delivery angsearch/inventory/monitorireyebetter
accomplished at a local leviey conservation partnerg-or example, biological and technical
supportareprovided by theRWBJV to identify Whooping €ane habitat within the Central
Loess Hills Conservation delivery and planningoweveraredepen@nt on partner objectives,
delivery capacity, and opportilies.

RWBJV Past Accomplishments

Since its inceptiontheRWBJV has beemrierted toward improving waterfowl habitat within the
RWB. Todaythefocus remains the sanaut thework of theRWBJV hasbenefitedhabitats
outside theRWB.

Il n t he iRiWdBdécdde,a Geographic Information SystemsI@ office was created to
provide accurate assessments of wetland and grassland habitatgl spring aeriadurveys
collecieddigital photographyo document water conditions throughout the RainwBaesin.
The aeriaurveyscombined with waterfowl surveyielped todefinewetland suitability. They
also helped document and assess changes in vegetative communitiegearabndition®n an
annual basisThe information collected was shared atssh symposiums aneasused to
establish wetland priorities and managensations.

At a statewide scajé¢he RWBJV GISoffice has created a GIS landcover to describe the
distribution of important bird habitats. This dataset has been processedlapdelstat

indexes that describe the abundanceasioushabitat types at multiple spatial scales.edata

have been analyzed in conjunction with species occurrence data to inform conservation actions
across the RWBJV Administrative Area.

10



The Rainwater Basin Joint Venture

A better understanding ®8WB wetlande f f ect ed a change in the publ
wetlands. For much of the twentieth centymyetlands were commonly perceivedrassance
areathatreduedthe value ofgricultural land.However, elucation and ow¢achachieved by

news articles, congressional tours, informational seminaaissitesand oneon-one discussions
haveresulted insignificant changesFor example, the fir’RWBJV Informational minars

were attended primarily by representatives of eovetion organizationsln recent years,

attendance has grown significanéynd about onghird of those attending are landowneide

RWBJV continues to tailor the seminars toward topics that help landowners better understand
wetlands anddentify whatassistance is available.

Growth of theRWBJV has occurred at all level$§ince its beginningwvith zero funding and
staff, it has grown to a staff of five futime personnellt has used the partnering approach to
obtain additioal staff that without partnershipswould not have been possiblé.base level of
operatingunds has been securgdith additional funihg obtainedannuallyfor acquisition,
restoration, research, and monitoring.

Habitat Successes

DuringtheRWBJVO s 20 year s @iogressed tomard thechahitat goals obtlaned in
theoriginal ImplementatiorPlan. The number of wetland acrésthawe protectedstatus has
increased from 12,000 to 22,268n additional 16,000 acres of associated uplaatoitat have

been acquiredThe upland acres are directly adjacent to protected wetlands and provide a

critical buffer needed to filter agricultural runofRrotection has occurredroughvoluntary

sales, botlby fee-title andconservation easementShortterm (less than 30 years) conservation
programs have improved wetland function and habitat availability on an additional 2,550 acres of
privatelyowned wetlands.

The majorityof the newly protected 0,260wetlandacres had lost most of their wetlarfdnction
at the time of acquisitigandwould needestoration.To date RWBJV partnes haverestored
or improved about 7,000 ofdke acresRestoration is still needed on the remairéioges

Effortsto ensure reliable water sources for protectetfand acres hae included installation of
high-volume wells on protected wetland8he existing 120 wells can provide supplemental

water to over half of the public wetlands. However, budget restrictions have langeel n c i e s 6
ability to pumpwater,which has ledhe RWBJV to focusinsteadon restoring watershed runoff.

On an annual basis, public land managers map and assess the effects of management treatments
on vegetative communitiesTheinformationcollectedhas shown that timing, intensity, and

duration of treatments need to be adjustegtsponse teahanges in vegetation and water

conditions. The dataarebeingincorporated into &tructured Decision MakingSDM)

framework which allows managers to better understand vegetatisponss, andthe

costbenefit ofdifferent treatmentsSDM also allows managers torrelatemanagement actions

with natural wetland forage productidrone of theRWBJV goals.

The RWBJV Administrative Area

Approximately 90% of th&@WBJV Administrative Areas in Bird Conservation Region 19
(BCR 19), the Central Mixedrass Praies Region, while 10% is BCR 11, the Prairie Pothole

11



Geographic Focus Areas in the RWBJV Administrative Area

Region, (North American Bird Conservation Initiative 1999). The area & BCthat is

administered by the RWBJV is at the southern edge of the Prairie Pothole Region. This area has
no true prairie pothole wetlandsnd the landscape is dominateddonyd uses and habitats
characteristic of BCR 19. In Nebraska, BCR 11 is doteoh@y rowcrop agriculture, while the
wetlands and grasslands generally are confined to the drainages of the Missouri and Niobrara
rivers (Bishop et al. 2009; Bishop et al. 2011). To define the RWBJV Administrative Area, all

of BCRs 11 and 19 weréhereforecombined into a single unit.

The RWBJV Administrative Area is part of tkéreat Plains, a regidmown for its wide

variatiorsin temperature and precipitation. West of the™8@ridian, evaporation and

transpiration exceed precipitatiacgmmonly drying up wetlands even in wetter years.

Precipitation occurs sporadically, which results in variable amounts of water in wetland systems.
In some years, precipitation and snow melt may come earlpaallundant enough to fill most
palustrine wetinds and sustain flows in riverine wetlands. In other years, the greatest
precipitation occurs as a result of summer thunderstorms. This temporal variation of
precipitation alters the phenology, species composition, and structure of the wetland vegetatio
communities.

A wide variety of human alterations that impact the palustrine and riverine wetlands are found in
the RWBJV Administrative Area. Modifications include water concentration pits, land leveling,
culturally acceleratededimentationroad dtches, drainage ditches, invasive species, stream
channelization and degradation, dams, diversions, water withdrawals, and other watershed
modifications. These modifications directly impact wetland numbers, size, and function
(LaGrange 2005; LaGrangeadt 2011).

Grasslands dominated by mixgeass, tallgrass, and sandhill prairie communitieseoccupied

a majority of the RWBJV Administrative Area. Outside of the Sandhiésy of the grasslands

have been converted to rawop agriculture. Thgrasslandghat surviveare generally
associated with t herlands gotsuitaldiesfor rogrop egriculiue sy st e ms
because of the potential for wiathdor water erosionThe remaining grasslands are often

integrated into agricultural operatisand usedor grazing or haying, whigldepending on

timing and intensity, can significantly impact the habitaues these lands provide to wildlife.

Woodlands are generally confinemlthe drainages of the major river systems found in the

RWBJV Administrative Area. Along the Loup, Missouri, Platte and Republican rivers, the
woodlands are generally composed of deciduous species. Russian olive and eastern red cedar are
the primary ivasive species impacting these woodlands. Along the Niobrara River there is a
greater diversity of species, including both deciduous and coniferous woodlands. Invasion by
eastern red cedar is a major threat to these communities as well.

Geographic Focus Areas in the RWBJV Administrative Area

For planning purposes the RWBJV Administrative Arealivided, based on landscape
characteristics, into eight Geographic Focus Ar&isAs, Figure?2): 1) Central Loess Hills, 2)
Central and North Platte River, Blissouri River, 4) Northeast Prairies/Elkhorn River, 5)
Rainwater Basin 6) Republican River/Blue River Drainages and Loess Canyons, 7) Sandhills,
and 8) Vedigrisi Bazile Creek Drainages
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Figure 2. Geographic Focus Aeas in the RWBJV Administrative Area.

In order for states to receive federal funds through the Wildlife Conservation and Restoration

Program and the State Wildlife Grants Program, Congress charged each state to develop a State
Wil dlife Action Pl an. Nébeabka [dasrat legasy Ppjecan i s kno
(Schneider et al. 2011), which was developed as awtd&eplan to direct and focile actions

of conservation partners in Nebraska. To provide geographic focus, Biologically Unique

Landscapes (BULs) were identifigdcluding 23 leated in the RWBJV Administrative Area

(Figure 3) BULs were determined to have the highest probability of meeting the criteria of
representing the various habitats within the state, andriggepmmon species commgomhile

not overlooking pockets of haht thatsupport atrisk species.

Panhandle|
Prairies

Elihorn
Confluence

7__

7T

Figure 3. Biologically Unique Landscapesin the RWBJV Administrative Area (Source: Nebraska
Legacy Plan)
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The 23 BULSIn theRWBJV Administrative Area are:

Calamus River Elkhorn Confluence  Middle Niobrara Sandstone Prairies
Central Loess Hills Keya Paha North Loup River Snake River
Central Platte River Loess Canyons Panhandle Prairies Southeast Prairies
Cherry County Wetlands Lower Loup River Platte Confluence VerdigrisBazile

Dismal River Headwaters Lower Niobrara River Rainwater Basin
Elkhorn River Headwaters Middle Loup River Sandhills Alkaline Lakes

The RWBJV Administrative Area encompasses approximately 35 million acres and contains
over 2.3 million acres of wetland habitats and over 20 million acres of grasslands (Table 1).
Wetlands comprise nearly 7% of the RWBJV Administrative Area, while gradsizover
approximately 60% of the landscape. E&FPA contains a variety of wetland, grassland, and
woodland habitats. Over half of the wetlands found within the RWBJV Administrative Area are
locatedin the Sandhills, with a majority of these acressifeessd as subrrigated wet meadows
(palustrine wetlands). The RWBFA contains the highest densityhya wetlands (palustrine
wetlands), followed by the Central Loess Hills (Central Table Playa Complex), Northeast
Prairies/Elkhorn River (Todd Valley #fland Complex), and Republican River/Blue River
Drainages and Loess Canyons (Southwest Playa Wetland Complex). The Republican River/Blue
River Drainages and Loess Cany@isSA contairs the most humamade wetland features
(reservoirs, stock dams, and gaikion reuse pits; Table 1). Outside of the Sandhills, grasslands
aregenerally confined to the floodplains of the major river systems or on environmentally
sensitive lands. The primaGFAswith significant grasslands are the Central Loess Hills,
Northeast Prairies/Elkhorn River, Republican River/Blue River Draisagel Loess Canyons,
Sandhills, and VerdigriBazile Creek Drainages (Table 1).
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Table 1. Wetland and grassland acres and their distribution by Geographic Focus Area (Bishop et
al. 2011).

Geoaraphic Geographic Total Lakes & Palustrine | Riverine | Lacustrine Grassland
Focgs Erea Focus Area | Wetland | Reservoirs | Wetlands | Wetlands | Wetlands (Acres)
(Acres) (Acres) (Acres) (Acres) (Acres) (Acres)
E'ﬁlg”a' Loess | 3598453 | 169,185 | 20,504 12,473 | 136,209 0 2,166,456
Central and
North Platte 1,035,879 107,514 6,597 1,590 99,327 0 160,448
River
Missouri River 77,852 40,858 12,309 7,714 20,835 0 6,279
Northeast
Prairies/ 4,792,660 339,339 19,676 16,774 302,889 0 1,320,359
Elkhorn River
gg‘;?;"ater 3,830,130 | 120,852 | 25,703 44,198 50,950 0 677,965
Republican
River/Blue
River 5,826,800 226,427 60,937 5,437 160,054 0 3,140,230
Drainages and
Loess Canyong
Sandhills 13,587,519 | 1,253,724 25,719 1,120,700 22,331 84,974 11,535,386
Verdigrisi
Bazile Creek 2,004,581 91,833 7,766 4,770 79,297 0 1,383,183
Drainages
Total 34,753,883 | 2,349,83 179,22 1,213,656 | 871,84 84,974 20,390,306

Central Loess Hills

The Central Loess HIll&FA, located in the center of the RWBJV Administrative Area, contains
rolling to steep loess hills dissected by the valleys of the North, Middle, and South Loup rivers.
Ridge tops (tables) are nearly level to gently sloping and covered with loess soiterefica

across these table lands are numerous playa wetlands referred to as the Central Table Playas
(LaGrange 2005). Based on hydric soil mapping units (polygons) and depressional wetland
points defined in the Soil Survey Geographic Database (SSURG®¢/less the palustrine

wetlands delineated in the National Wetlands Inventory (NWI; Cowardin et al. 1979), it is
estimatedhatthere were once over 6,300 playas covering more than 18,000 acres. Based on an
assessment of aerial photography completed 10 2faist over half of the playas (3,470

individual wetland footprints) continue to demonstrate some level of function, such as ponding
water or growing hydric vegetation (Bishop et al. 2011). These playa wetlands are generally
smaller than the playas fodiin the RWB and are characterized by seasonal and temporary water
regimes.

The steep, erodible side slopes of the Central Loess Hills drop off into the broad floodplains of
the Loup rivers. The Central Loess Hil-A contains the lower reaches of th&dle Loup,

North Loup, and South Loup rivers, all of which are spfedjand originate in the Sandhills.
These broad and shallow salpeld rivers maintain relatively constant yeaund stream flow.
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Sandbars and shallow side channels are typical Esawithin and adjacent to the active river
channels

Based on a 2011 habitat assessment, the Central Loes&H#Isontains approximately 12,500
acres of palustrine wetlands, 136,000 acresaeifmeadows and otheverine wetlandsand
approximately 2.2Znillion acres of grasslands (Table 1). The playa wetlands found iGEAs
provide important migration stopover habitat for the endangéfieaopingCrane (Austin and
Richert 2001)as well as numerous other species of migratory waterbirds (e.g., waterfowl,
shorebirdsandwading birds). The riverine wetlands associated with the Loup rivers provide
breeding habitat for the threatened Northern Great Rpaipslation ofPiping Plove and
endangered Interior Least Tern. The wet meadows and associated grasslands found in the
Central Loess Hills currently support an estimated 875,000 grassland nesting birds (RWBJV
2013).

Row-crop agriculture and ranching are dominant land uses viliki€entral Loess Hills. Rew

crop agriculture is generally confined to the river valleys and areas of limited topographic relief.
Crops generally include alfalfa, corn, milo, soybeans, and wheat. Most of the steep, more
erodible slopes remain as natyesslands dominated by mixgdass prairie communities.

Higher commodity priceplusthe guaranteed income provided by the Federal Crop Insurance
Program have contributed to the conversion of environmentally sensitive grasslands and
wetlands to rowcrop agriculture. This conversion has redutsgiquantity and distribution of
grassland, wetland, and wateadow habitats found throughout the Central Loess Hills. The
encroachment of undesirable plant species (i.e., eastern red cedar, Russian olivebsmust

etc.) has occurred on thousands of acres of native habitats. Fire suppression is believed to be a
major factor that has contributed to the expansion of invasive species through@RAhis

Central and North Platte River

The Central PlattRiver is a 90mile segment of the Platte River, extending from Lexington,
Nebraska to Chapman, Nebraska. Historically, the Platte River was a wide, shallow river with
multiple channels that meandered across an expansive floodplain. Large, scouring floods
regularlyset backvegetation succession and maintained a diversity of habitats across the
floodplain. Following European settlement, the Platte River was extensively regulated, and the
flood pulses and river flows that once shaped the ecosystem watly geeluced. As a result,

the areas of active floodplain and associated wet meadows were reduced, the river channels
narrowed and deepened, and extensive riparian fdyesgsneestablishean islands andlong

river banks. For example, a comparisomeérage annual discharge levels atdityeof North

Platte, Nebraska, befol®30andafter 1930 shows a 70% reduction in river flows (U.S. Fish

and Wildlife Service 1981). At the same monitoring location, the channel width narrowed from
nearly 2,950 ftto less than 330 ft. between 1870 and 1970. Similarly, the average channel width
near Overton, Nebraska, declined from 4,800 ft. in 1865 to 740 ft. in 1998 (Murphy et al. 2004).
Sidle et al. (1989) reported thé@% to 80%w0f the open riverine/sandbhabitatand55% of wet
meadowhabitathad beerost in this reach of the Platte River because of agricultural conversion,
development, and hydrologic changes.

Despite the highly altered nature of this system, the combination of broad, braided river
chanrels, adjacent wet meadows, and abundant food supplies cattraitract millions of
wetlanddependent migratory birds each year. The 60,000 acres of palustrine and riverine
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wetlands and over 140,000 acres of grassland that atmngthe Central Plagét River(Table 1)
continue to provide necessary roosting, loafing, and foraging habitat for millions of migratory
birds. These habitats are used by endangered Whooping Cranes (USFW&anti978)

approxi mately 90% of t he woandsalvé as mmmatpruand t i o n
wintering habitat for millions of waterfowlThey alsgprovide stopover habitat for a myriad of
waterbirds and noebreeding habitat for numerous shorebirds. Intamidto migration habitat,

the Central Platte River provides breeding habitat for the threatened Northern Great Plains
populationof Piping Plover and endangered Interior Least Tandfor an estimated 160,000

priority grasslanehesting birds (Rainwatdasin Joint Venture 2053.

Today, the Central Platte Rivealley is intensely cultivated. Based on the 2009 United States
Department of Agriculture (USDA) Cropland Data Layer, over 60% of the historic floodplain is
planted to corn, soybeans, or #da(USDA 2009). In 2004, because of the diversion of water
for irrigation, much of the Platte River was declared empropriated by the Nebraska
Department of Natural Resources (DNR). This designation required new groundwater and
surface water depletns to be offset, with the intent of managing the system in a sustainable
manner. Although cropland conversion has slowedjv@l mining andesidential and

commerdal development continu® result in the loss of riverine and weaeadow habitats.
Invasive plant species also continue to degradehi@mnnel habitats and adjacent wet meadows.
Primary threats include: eastern red cedar, Kentucky bluegtassymites purple loosestrife,
reed canary grass, and smooth brome

The North Platte River is one dfd two tributaries that form the Platte River. The North Platte
River originates in Colorado and flows through Wyoming before entering Nebraska. The stretch
of the North Platte River within the CentradcaNorth Platte River GF#s located approximately

60 miles upstream from the river stretch designated as the Central Platte River. This stretch of
river has a high density of palustrine and riverine wetland hakitatading approximately

36,000 acres of wet meadows and 16,000 acres of grasslandstkehiog mixeegrass prairie
species (Bishop et al. 2011).

The wetland and grassland habitats in thisr8i@ stretch of river from Lewellen, Nebraska to

North Platte, Nebraska have also been negatively impacted by the extensive regulation of North
PlatteRiver flows since European settlement. It is estimated that 25% of the historic wet
meadows have been converted to+@wp agriculture (LaGrange 2005). The altered flow

regimes have resulted in an increase of sshulnb and forested wetlands at theense of

riverine and emergent wetlands (LaGrange 2005).

Despite the negative impacts of lanse conversion and altered flow regimes, this stretch of
river contains a diverse mix of riverine and malikb wetlands within the historic floodplain
and river channel. Approximately 80% of the wetlands are either temporary or seasonal in
nature (LaGrange 2005). This area is extremely important foottien of themid-continent
population ofSandhill Cranes (approximately 56,000 individuals) that do nagstin the Central
Platte Rivewvalley (Krapu et al. 2011).

Althoughthe conversion ofrasslandand wetmeadovs to row-crop agriculture has slowed as a
result of the moratorium on new irrigated acres, these habitats continue to be converted for
gravelmining operations and urban/suburban/commercial development. Wet meadows and

grasslands in the North Platte River valley are also being invaded by eastern red cedar, Kentucky

bluegrassPhragmites purple loosestrife, reed canary grass, Russian olivesrandth brome
17
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Missouri River

The Missouri RiveiGFA forms the northeast boundary of the RWBJV Administrative Area.
This 125mile stretch of riverbetween Ponca and Spencer, Nebrask&ie southernmost
unchannelized portioaf the Missouri River Because itemains unchannelized, the active
channel and associated floodplain contain a myriad of riverine and palustrine wetlands.

Prior to the 1930s, the Missouri was an unmanaged, natural river that supported a tremendous
number and diversity ofgh and wildlife. The river occupied a sandy charamelflowed

between erodible bankom 1,500 feet to oveonemile apartwith braided, sinuous channels
twisting among sheltered backwaters, sloughs, chutes, oxbows, gravel bars, sandbars, mudflats,
snags, alluvial islands, deep pools, marshland, and shatkter areas (U.S. Fish and Wildlife
Service 1980). The character of the Missouri was drastically altered between 1930 and 1970 as
channelization and maistem dams narrowed and deepened the civannel, and associated
floodplain wetlands disappeared. The six rstem dams in the Dakotas, Montana, and

Nebraska have changed water quality, quantity, and timing throughout the Missouri River system
(LaGrange 2005). The controlled release of watanmfthe upstream dams has reduced the flood
pulse that was a key factor in maintaining thelannel habitat and adjacent floodplain

wetlands. Although thstretch of theMissouri Riverwithin the GFA is not channelized, it is

still negatively impactedybthe upstream dams. Reduced sediment loads negatively influence
channel morphologywhile controlled releases from upstream dams reduce scouring-and in
channel habitat maintenance (LaGrange 2005). Many of thehaffnel wetlands historically
associateavith this system have been altered to increaseammp agriculture. Today 18,000

acres, or 25% of the landscapesunder rowcrop agriculture production (USDA 2009).

Based on a 2011 habitat assessment, the Missouri B&rcontains approximately&500

acres of palustrine and riverine wetlands and just over 6,000 acres of gra$salaled ),

Despite the numerous alterations te slgstem, these wetlands still provide vital stopover habitat
for numerous migratory waterfowl and shorebirds, as agbreeding habitat for thiereatened
Northern Great Plaingopulation ofPiping Plover and endangered Interior Least Tern.

The greatest threat to the unchannelized portion of the Missouri River is riverbed degradation
(LaGrange 2005). Other key threatslude residential/agricultural/commercial development,
transportation, water pollution, water development projects, stream bank stabilization, drainage,
and filling (LaGrange 2005). Projects associated with each of these threats have both direct and
indirect impacts that cumulatively impaiver functions by isolating the floodplain from the

river and reducing the natural dynamics. Invasegetatioralsothreatendabitat for migrating
waterfowl, shorebirds, and other wetladelpendent species. Plapoosestrife an®hragmites

have become established throughout this stretch of the Missourj Rideiding the confluence

of the Niobrara River. Expansion of these species into the backwaters of Lewis and Clark Lake
and the Niobrara and Missouri rigeis a threat to native plants and habitat.

Northeast Prairies/Elkhorn River

The Northeast Prairies/Elkhorn RiVBFA is located in the northeastgrartion of the RWBJV
Administrative Area. Th&FA is intensely farmed and has a higher human populagosity

than otheiGFAsin the RWBJV Administrative Area, creating a fragmented landscape. At one
time, the uplands were dominated by grasslands with a diverse assemblage of tallgrass and
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mixed-grass prairie species (Schneider et al. 2011). Some locedigEs in thisSSFA
contained a high density of playa wetlands. The playa wetland coagsdexiated with this
GFA s described as the Todd Valley Playa Wetland Complex (LaGrange 2005).

Today the mesic floodplains and steeper drainages associatetievilkhorn River contain
savannhs, woodlands, and dengdorested habitats. Remnant tallgrass prairies are scattered
across teregion. The remaining playa wetlands contain a diverse mix of early successional
wetland vegetation communities.

Despitethe intensive rowcrop and agricult@a/urban/suburban development, tEA contains
significant grassland and wetland acres. Approximately 320,000 acres of palustrine and riverine
wetlands and over 1.3 million acres of grassland occur throughout theellstPrairiesElkhorn

River GFA (Table 1). This landscape provides breeding habitat for numerous grassktimd)

birds, while the Elkhorn River provides breeding habitat for the threatened Northern Great Plains
population ofPiping Plover andhe endangered Interior Least Tern. The Elkhorn River and

Todd Valleywetlands provide secondary habitat for migrating wetdependent species
(shorebirds, waterbirds, and waterfowl).

As with most of eastern Nebraska, this region is intensely cultivatedlyMdlaof the grasslands
have been converted and many of the embedded playa wetlands drained to prorcodg row
agriculture. Based on the 2009 USDA Cropland Data Layer, 55% of this landscape is cultivated
to corn, soybeans, or alfalfa (USDA 2009; Bisleb@l. 2011). Nearly 10% of the grassland

cover has been festablished through the Conservation Reserve Program (CRP). Although
many of these acres were not planted exclusively to native species, the acres complement the
native tallgrass remnants seattd throughout thregion. A majority of the CRP contracts are
expiring, and current high commaodity pri¢gdusthe safety net provided by the Federal Crop
Insurance Progranare accelerating conversion of these acres back tairogvagriculture.

Invagve plant species, such as eastern red cedar, Kentucky bludgteagmnites purple

loosestrife, reed canary grass, and smooth brome, continue to degtadeadows and adjacent
mesic floodplainsn this region. The loss of grasslands in the region tesulted in higher

stocking rates and a shift to ydang grazing regimes. The transitions in grazing practices, as
well as fire suppression, are believed to be a major factor contributing to the encroachment of
undesirable plant species (i.e., Kentubkyegrass, eastern red cedar, and smooth brome, etc.).

Rainwater Basin

The RWB encompasses 6,1&fuare milesincluding parts of 21 counties in the sogtmtral
portion of the RWBJV Administrative Area. Condra (1939) identified this landscape as the
Loess Plains Region of Nebraska.eTagion has expansive rolling loess plains formed by deep
deposits of wineblown silt with a high density of clagan playa wetlands. Overland runoff

from intense summer storms and melting winter snowfall fill the phesidands.

Analysis of historic soil surveys (1900917), NWI (19801982), and SSURGO data (1961
2004) indicates that playa wetlands weneea prominent feature of this landscape. Combined,
these datasets identified approximately 11,000 individuabphstlands (204,000 acres) that
were historically part of the landscape. It has been estirtfzétthere were over 1,000 semi
permanent and seasonal wetlamndsich covered over 70,000 actesd more than 10,000
temporary wetlands that accounted foraalditional 134,000 acres.
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The Nebraska Game and Parks Commission (NGPC) conducted a breeding waterfowl habitat
survey (McMurtrey et al. 1972) and used the historic soil surveys as a reference to evaluate the
distribution of remaining wetlands. McMurtrey al. (1972) reported that 82% of the major
wetlands had been converted to agriculture, removing approximately 63% of the total wetland
acres from the landscape. The {fpated degradation continued, and by 1985 only 10% of the
surveyed wetlands remaithe The remaining wetlandspresentednly 22% of the original

surveyed acres, and virtually all were hydrologically impaired (Schildman and Hurt 1984).
Because of the extensive wetland loss and continued degradation, RWB wetlands were given a
Priority 1ranking, the most imperiled status, in the Nebraska Wetlands Priority Plan (Gersib
1991).

Land use in the RWB is dominated by ravop agriculture (70% of the acres), predominantly in

a corn and soybean rotation. Grassland habitats make up approxid@8tebf the region,

while 3% of the area is covered by savamavoodlands, and forest communities that are
confined to the steeper drainages associated with the Republican and Blue river systems.
Riverine wetlands associated with these systems conghag 2% of the landscape. Of the
historic 204,000 RWB wetland acres, roughly 40,000 acres remain, or about 17% of the historic
distribution. Today, playa wetlands in the RWB make up less than 1% of the total landscape
(Bishop and Vrtiska 2008; Bishop &. 2011).

Approximately 44,000 acres of palustrine wetlands, 51,000 acres of riverine wetlands, and
678,000 acres of grasslandw existthroughout the RWESFA (Table 1). Despite the extensive
wetland lossthis region still hosts one of the greatest wildlife migration spectacles on earth.
During spring migration, the RWB provides roosting, loafing, and foraging habitat for millions
of migratory waterfowl and other wetlaii@pendent specied.he RWB proviés essential
staging habitat foan estimate®.6 million waterfowl RWBJV 2013]) andnearly 600,000
shorebirdsRWBJV 2013), as well awital stopover habitat for the endangered Whooping
Crane(RWBJV 201%).

Over the years, a variety of wetland rules g&aws have helped to significantly reduce active
wetland drainage; however, wetland function across the landscape continues to decline as a result
of intentional human activitysuch asactive drainageandthroughecological processes,

including naturabnd culturally accelerated sedimentation (LaGrange et al. 2011). In addition,
wetland modifications, including water concentration/irrigation reuse pits, land leveling,
culturally accelerated sediment, and drainage ditchesctly impact the wetlands éimit the

amount ofrunoff thatreactesthe wetlands. Furthermore, the combination of sedimentation and
altered watershed hydrologgntributes tawonditions that promote invasive species. Depending
on the water regime aride duration of saturated cditions, primary threats include reed canary
grass, hybrid cattail (Grace and Harrison 1986), and river bulrush (Kaul et al. 2006, Rolfsmeier
and Steinauer 2010).

Republican River/Blue River Drainages and Loess Canyons

The Republican River/Blue River Draiges and Loess CanydBEA lies along the southern
boundary of the RWBJV Administrative Area. A limited surface and groundwater supply
differentiates the region from oth&FAswithin the RWBJV Administrative Area. As a result,
a significant proportiof the cropland is cultivated with dégnd farming practicesDespitethe
limited ground and surfacevater resources, significant irrigation development occurred in the
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Republican Rivedrainage through 2004. The unsustainable irrigation developnenatély

led the Nebraska DNR to designate the Republican Riraémage as an oveppropriated river

basin. This designation led to a combination of restrictions on new acres developed for irrigation
and on irrigation water allocations. The Blue Rikasins are defined by the drainage area of the
Big and Little Blue rivers. At this timehe Blueriver basins have no limitations on groundwater
development, but triggers are in place should further groundwater depletions occur.

In the western portion of this region, there are numerous playa wetlands that are part of the
Southwest Playa complex (LaGrange 200Bhese freshwater wetlands receive water from
runoff and are small (mostly less than 5 acres), temporarily and seasmualsd wetlands.

Most have no natural outlet for water. In most years, these wetlandp eayly enough in the
growing season to be farmed. Southwest Playa wetlands are similar to RWB wetlands farther
east, except that the RWB complex receives graainfall, and the wetlands there tend to be
larger (LaGrange 2005).

The topographwynd soilsof this GFA vary from steep hills and canyomsth highly erodible

soilsin the westto relatively flat and highly productivelains, rolling hills, and breakin the

east. Stream flows vary and are dependent on precipitation. Grasslands are dominated by
mixed-grass prairie communities, with tallgrass prairies occurring along the eastern boundary.
Fire suppression and yelmng grazing regimes are believedite major factors contributing to

the establishment of invasive species in mainyhegrasslands in thi6FA.

Approximately 5,000 acres of palustrine wetlands, 160,000 acres of riverine wetlands, 61,000
acres of lakes and reservoirs, and 3.1 nmlbares of grassland occur throughout the Republican
River/Blue River Drainages and Loess CanyGi\ (Table 1). With the exceptionof Harlan

County Reservoir, a 16,000 acre flecahtrol reservoirwater bodies are typically associated

with small watersbd impoundments created for flood control, grade stabilization, and livestock
water. These mamade wetland features (reservoirs and stock ponds) provide migration, and at
times wintering, habitat for waterfoyds well as stopover habitat for numerouscsps of

shorebirds. The grasslands in t&iEA provide breeding habitat for an estimated 1.5 million
grassland nesting birdR{WVBJV 2013).

Habitat loss from grassland conversion and wetland drainage fesropnagriculture ha

occurred to varying dgees throughout thiSFA. Rowcrop agriculture development has been
slower in the Republican River Basprimarily because of a limited groundwater aquifer and
moratoriums on irrigation development. Invasive species continue to threaten habitatoduality
both wetlands and uplands inglGFA. Phragmites purple loosestrife, and reed canary grass
have played a role in reducing habitat, constricting river channel widths, and depleting surface
water flows.

Sandhills

The Sandhills ara19,300squaremile sand dundormationlocated in nortkcentral Nebraska.
Although located in a senairid climate, the Sandhills contain an abundance of lakes, wetlands,
wet meadows, and sprifigd streams scattered across the largest contigyraasstabilized

dune syeemin North America (Schneider et al. 2011).

Between the dune formations are long, gently sloping valleys containing-$épdimgeandering
streams, lakes, wetlands, and wet meadows. Groundwater recharge is the prominent
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characteristic of the sands, creating a vast aquifer that store30@08illion acrefeet of

groundwater (Keech and Bentall 1971). This volume represents twice the volume of Lake Erie.
Most of the areabds | akes, weandvatendischargefdfomd st r e a
adjoining dunes. About 90 % of the stream flow (2.4 million -éeet) comes from groundwater

di scharge (Bentaldl 1990) . The Niobrara River
theNorth Platte andPlatterivers flow along part ofthe southern bondary The Calamus, Cedar,

Dismal, Elkhorn, and Loup rivers originate within the Sandhills.

Approximately 1.1 million acres of palustrine and riverine wetlands, 85,000 acres of lacustrine
wetlands, and over 11.5 million acresgpassland occur throughout the Sandi@isA (Table

1). The mosaic of wetlands and grasslandsidentified by Bellrose (1980) as the most
significant waterfowl nesting habitat outside of the Prairie Pothole Region. Vrtiska and Powell
(2011) estimatethat275,000 waterfowl annually nest in the Sandhills. The larger Sandhills
lakes provide nesting habitat for a majority of High Plains flock of TrumpeterSwans (Grosse

et al. 2012). The wet meadows and grasslands provide vital nesting habita¢$tinsated 4
million grassland birds (RWBJV 20&8 A significant proportion of the estimated 400,000
breeding shorebirds found in the RWBJV Administrative Area occur in the Sandhills (RWBJV
2013). Nearly all of the nesting waterbirds in the RWBJV Adistirative Area occur in the
Sandhills (RWBJ\V201Z).

Wetland loss in the Sandhills has occurred primarily through draining by surface ditches,
beginning as early as 1900 (U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 1960; McMurtrey et al. 1972;
LaGrange 2005)With the introduction of centggivot irrigation systems to the Sandhills in the
early 1970s, land leveling/shaping and local w#abte declines resulted in extensive wetland
losses in some areas. While quantifiable data are not available for thellSaesitinates of

wetland acres drained range from 15% (McMurtrey et al. 1972) to 46% (U.S. Fish and Wildlife
Service 1986). Sandhills wetlands were given a Priority 1 ranking, the most imperiledrstatus
the Nebraska Wetlands Priority PJdrecause ofery extensive past losses (Gersib 1991).
Wetlands in the Sandhilontinue to béhreatened by drainage ditches, generally created to
increase hay acreage. This drainage directly impacts the lake or wetland where the project
occurs and also can leaddmmulative wetland los®oth downstream and upstreaas the

channel becomes entrenched, lowering the water table, and causing lateral drainages that impact
adjacent wetlands. Many smaller wetlands are also threatened by conversion from ranching to
irrigated rowcrop agriculture. Concentrated, latggale irrigation development can result in
long-term effects on wetland communities by lowering the groundwater table. Many of the lands
originally developed for roverop production have been planted bacgresslands. This was
incentivized by the CRP program. However, CRP acres could be rapidly convertedctmpow
agricultue. As CRP contracexpire, there are multiple factors that could influence conversion
of these lands back to regvop agriculture For example, current commodity prices, land values,
and cash rent remain at-éilne highs, and the Federal Crop Insurance Program provides a
source of guaranteed income for cultivation of these environmentally sensitive lands.

Verdigris -Bazile Creek Drainages

This landscapdocated in the northern portion of the RWBJV Administrative Areaefined by
the watersheds of Verdigris and Baziteeks, which originaten and flow through Cedar, Knox,
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Holt, and Antelope counties, emptying into the Niobrand Missouri rivers in northeast
Nebraska.

Topography is variable, resulting in a mosaic of cropland, grasslands, and woodlandsFA his

is located at the transition zone between the tallgrass and-guassl prairie ecoegions. As a

result, the gasslands contain a diverse assemblage of tallgrass and-gnassdprairie

communities. Tallgrass prairie communities dominbkénative grasslands along the eastern
boundary, while species strongly associated with mgm@ds prairie prevail in grassidsalong

the western border. Woodlands are generally confined to the drainages and bluffs associated
with the major riverine systems (Verdigris Creek, Bazile Creek, Missouri River bluffs and
breaks) (Schneider et al. 2011). These woodlands are dombyadiediduous species. The
dominant cultivated crops in this region include corn, soybeans, and alfalfa (Bishop et al. 2009).

Approximately 4,800 acres of palustrine wetlands, 79,000 acres of riverine wetlands, 7,800 acres
of lakes and reservoirs, and Illion acres of grassland occur throughout the VerdiBagile

Creek Drainage&FA (Table 1). The CRP program has been utilized #®stablish grasslands
onformerrow-crop acres with steeper topography and water erosion problems. Although many
of these acres were not planted exclusively to native species;aktatdished grassland acres
complement the native tallgrass and miggdss remnants scattered througitbe region. It is
estimated that this landscape provides nesting habitat for 600,000 grassland breeding birds
(RWBJV 2013). The Niobrara River provides breeding habitat for the threatened Northern

Great Plaingpopulation ofPiping Plover and endangset Interior Least Tern.

A majority of the CRP contracts are expiring, and current high commodity ppicsshe safety
net provided by the Federal Crop Insurance Progaaenaccelerating conversion of these acres
back to rowcropagriculture Grasknd conversion is also occurring as a result of current farm
economics and farm policy. Fire suppression and-\gesy grazing regimes are suspected of
creating conditions that allo@astern red cedars, Kentucky bluegrass, and smooth boome
invade graslands Eastern red cedalsmave also invaded the woodlands and forests associated
with the Verdigrs - Bazile CreelkDrainage<GFA.

Issues

The RWBJV recognizes a range of issues that affect birds and their habitatsirBpawtsare
direct and others are subtleMany of the issuesannot be eliminatedbut efforts are needed to
reduce or mitigate theeffects
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The Nebraska Natural Legacy Projelists, for each BUL, the factors thdte public identified
as stresses on wildlife populationBhose identified for all or a portion of tfRNVBJIV
Administrative Areancluded

Wetland and wet meadow drainage

Altered hydrology and channel degradation of rivers and streams

Spread of invase species

Conversion and fragmentation of natural habitats

Altered natural frequency of burning and grazing

Lack of awareness and knowledge about
processes

Lack of trust and collaboration between the adtizal and conservation communities
Loss of lands enrolled in conservation programs

Ranching economics

Sedimentation of rivers, streams, and wetlands

Poorlysited utility-scale wind turbines

Inter-basin water transfer

= =4 =48 -4 8 9 E |

In addition, the followingareemergingssues that are expected to have new or growing impacts

on bird populations and habitats.

Water Use and Policies

t

he

Nebraskabés wealth of water ,whchéxiemdslunderneanly t he h

all of theRWBJV Administrative Area The Sandhillarethe mostsignificantsource of
groundwater rechargeith 12.4 million acres of sand dune formaso he porous sands allow

largeamounte f t he regi onds pr eci pPNhite the Saondhillsegion per c ol |

adds water tohis underground reservoir, other parts of the state are extracting from it for use in

irrigation and municipalities.

At present, not all water that percolates through the sands is added to the groundlwetéain
amount, equal to about 2.4 millionradeet is discharged ta the streams and rivers flowing
through theSandhills(Bentall, 1990).The streamsgxit the Sandhills along the eastern edge,

supplying water to farmland and population cent@iigse balance betweenthedade a b i | i ty t

rechargg he groundwater and t he Ifghe demand ®rwatert e r
exceeds the dus@capacity forecharget h e r strgansamdavetlands will decline.

Row crop agriculture in all but the easternmost parts of Nebraska is largely dependent on
irrigation. According to the 2007 Census of Agriculture report, Nebraska ranks tinst
nation with about 8.5 million irrigated acreshost ofwhich receive grandwater.By 2007 over
90,000 active wells existed NebraskgUniversity of Nebraska 20)2 The highest density of
wells lies along the eastern edge of RWWBJV Administrative Areaprimarily in the Rainwater
Basin. Intense agriculture within the Ravater Basin has resulted 0% of the land beingsed
ascropland 65% of that is irrigated.This represents about 1.92 million acres.

Groundwater withdrawals forrigationhavecausedocal groundwatedeclines, primarily in the
western third of thetate. Legislation passed in 2004 recognized the interconnection between
groundwater and surface water and required Natural Resddisteicts containingover-
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appropriated or fully appropriated streams to develop groundwater managemenDpamsts
outside the Sandhills have begomonitor water usage and water table elevations.

Within the RWBJV Administrative Areain the counties through whidhe Platte River and
Republican River flowwater suppliehave been delcarexven appropriatedy the Nebraska
Department of Natural Resourcesll other counties in th&@WBJV Administrative Aredie

out side Aover appropriatedod designations.

The growing demand for water and the cone®rerdeclining groundwater levels haied
producers and Natural Resous&#stricts to explore ways to reduce water usage.sé@imelude
conversion from gravity irrigation to center pivagigation,and convesion ofmarginal irrigated
cropland to drnjland farming. Marginal irrigated croplandsclude drained or sentrained
wetlands that pool water after large precipitation evetsted States Department of
Agriculture (USDA) onservation programs suchtag Wetlands Reserve Program RF) and
theRWBJVO s Wo r ki n glnitlatvenadesvarking teward convertingheseflood-prone
lands back to wetlands and grassland.

Although state legislation is directed toward protecting groundwater resources iamthient
benefits to communities aradyriculture, it does nagxtendprotectionto spring-fed wetlands and
wet meadowgcommon in the Sandhills)irrigation wells located in proximity to wet meadows
canlower the water table enough to sHital plant composition and shorten the longevity of
water in shallow wetlandsl.ikewise, allowingthe use of surface and groundwater until a stream
reachegifully appropria¢ d 6 s t bintit the benefitdhdtthe stream provides to bird

habitats.

Nebraska law gives landownex$imited right to capture, diverand use runoff water before it
reacles streamsThis createghe potential for irrigators within the Rainwater Basin to capture
runoff before it reaches wetlandasis being done with water concentration @ited irrigation
reuse pits.Although the current trend is to remove pits, futdeenand for water may encourage
producersiot onlyto keep existing pits, but tmcrease their capture of runoff.

Invasive Plant Species

Invasive species are having a damaging effadii habitats throughout tHRWBJV
Administrative Area In grasslandssmooth brome, Kentucky bluegrass, leafy spurge, musk
thistle, and eastern regdar have reduced the abundance and diversity of native platiand
habitats are beindegradedy reed canargrass, hybrid cattail, river bulrusRhragmitesand
woody plants.

The increase in invasive species is often associated with improper management of the native
vegetation.Proper management is a challengéie same management practices that encourage
native plant communities can encourage invasivetpld applied at the wrong time or with the
wrong intensity. For example, prolonged grazing of grasslands can reduce native plants and
encourage ncenatives such as Kentucky bluegrass and smooth brém@ontrast, under

grazing in temporary wetlands tause nomatives, such as reed cangrgss, to overtake

native annual plants.

Within the RWBJV Administrative AreaRainwater Basin wetlands are the most prone to
invasion by nomative plants.The seasonal floodingpllowed by drying causes fregent shifts
in plant communitiesWetlands that are frequently disturbed orlsstk in natural succession
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are mordikely to produce native annual plantd/etlandsthat ardeft undisturbed for a number
of yearsgenerally become dominated $tands bhybrid cattail bulrush,or reed canargrass.

In the eastern portion of tHRWBJV Administrative Aregeastern red cedar is steadily
encroaching opastureland.Thetrees gain a fobbld on steeper slop@ereactive control is
costl y and cutunabvalleasnod Maturearges providalocal seed sourceausng
the trees tgrow more denselgind spreadcross open grassland

Renewable Energy Development

The Energy Policy Act of 20 Etbanal andvanteiesgg t i ng Ne
production are the most prominessues National demandor ethanolandits productionhave

grown exponentially since 200®roductionincreasedrom 3.4 billion gallons in 2004 to 13.95
billion gallons in 2010 (Renewable Fuels Association, 20N&braska ranks second in ethanol
production (Nebraska Energy Office, 2012), using 35% of its corn crop for eth@nahges in

corn prices reflect this demanth 2005 theaverage corn price was about $2 per bushrel.

2011, the price was close $6 25 per bushe(Kansas State University Department of

Agricultural Economics, 2012)Iincreased profits hawesulted irmore marginal lands

(including wetlands) bag planted. The sequence of events has caused land prices to grow
exponentially as wedl making it more difficult to purchase wetlands for letegm protection.
Wetlands that woulgreviouslyhave been considered for conservation programs are nowseen a
profitable cropland.

In addition to ethanol production, the large expanse of sparselygte@ landscape and the
dependable occurrence of wind make RWBJV Administrative Areausceptible to
development ofarge wind farms.The conflict between wind develogntand migratory birds

is real. TheRWBJV Administrative Areaepresents the Cenat Flyway portion of Nebraska.
Millions of waterfowl and othemigratorybirdstraversethis region during the spring and fall.
Direct effects such as birds striking wind turbinesea main conceras are indirect impacts.
Loss or degradation of b@at can occur with construction of access roads, turbine farms, and
transmission linesA number of studies have demonstrated the negative reaction gf birds
including several grassland bird species (Leddy et al. 1898)¢e presence of wind towers
(Stewart et al. 2005).

The publicationd Gui del i nes for Wind Energy and Wil dl i
was developed by the Nebraska Wind and Wildlife Working Group (2011) to identify

environmental concerns angcommendations that developers should consider to reduce wind
devel opment 6s i mp aAsimilapdocumdnigs beingdraftecbby tmeelhS. Fish

and Wildlife Service (2011)Although not specifically identified in the Nebraska guidelines, the

RWB is the area in which wind developmewbuld pose thgreatestonflict.

Connection to the Land

With eachsucceedingieneration Americans havéess direct connection to the land and its

natural resourcesEven in a rural state like Nebraska this trexdurs. Television and video
entertainmenarequickly identified as the common caudeecent studies have shown that

youth, ages-d2, are spending 27 percent of their time with electronic media and only one
percent in the outdoors (Nebraska ForesviSer 2012). However, other causes play significant
roles. Children are spending more of their outdoor time participating in structured outdoor sports
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such as soccer and basepatich keephemon manicured fields with no exposure to the
natural floraand fauna.Parens fiears of suclhazardsas yme disease, poison ivy, and
abductions reduce their willingness to encourage unstructured play and exploration of the
outdoors.As people become disconnecfeaim natural resources, their commitment to
stewadship of our natural legacy diminishes.

The Ameri cabds Gr e@deredby PresidemtrObamboognizes that families

are spending less time enjoying their natural surroundi@gs.e of t he i ni ti at/

reconnect Americans,esc i al 'y c¢chi | dr e waterwhys and larelscapesafd s
national significanceMany conservation orgazations and agenciescludingRWBJV

partnershave developed outdoor education programs for young people as an integral part of

their longterm conservation strategy.

Increasing Demand s on the Landscape

Thedrive inagriculture is to produceyhether througletter crop genetics, farming practices, or

increags infarmland acresThroughout th(RWBJV Administrative Areahe number of acres
of cropland continues to increaséarming efficiency hagrown througlconsolidaton of
smaller fields into larger one®ften that includes bringing shallow wetlands into production.

Conservation actions designed to protect, restor enhanceretlandsare commonlynet with
local resistancelLocal residents view the benefits oétlandsto beof lower importance than

crop production Crop production provides direct, measurable benefits to producers and local
businesseslin contast, the benefits provided by wetlands are indirect and difficult to measure.
Rural communities commonly viewautside revenue derived from hunting and bird watching as

little compensation.

Wetland acquisition is commonly blamed for reducing the number of farm families and local
commercé resulting in school and business closuréd#at is not as readily recognized is the
continual shift to larger farms, fewer families, and declining commuseitvices Collectively,

the agricultural community oppasthesetrends. But individualactionscontribute to the cause.
Productive &rmscommonly purchase adjoining farmlanhdeducing the number of neighboring
farm families. Rural @nsumers are choogjrio drive greater distances to shop larger markets.
And residents are moving to larger communitlet offer better jobseducation, antiealth
services.The emigration from small towns is expected to continue.

Some who fight to save the small towmaoonly see the solution to be increased crop
production and crop pric8sbelieving more farm revenue will mean more money in small
communities. Howevemuchof the increased farm revenue goes to purchase tteatsmall
communities cannot provide, suchfarm equipment, vehicles, and household appliances.

As the number of residents in small towns dedlitiee taxable assets in the county deciise
well, shifting more ofthe tax burdemntoagricultural lands to support county servicd$ie
farmemsOtax share increasgsausingpublic ownership of wetlands be seen as factor that
addsto their tax liability.

Farm Bill Program

Farm legislation is shiftinglt once was aehicle for rural development, income support, and
control of crop productionNow it iscomprehensive legislation which includes food safety,
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nutrition, and environmental conservatiofhe FarmBill is passed every five yeanwith the
fate of eactiarm program being reconsideregery time Changes in demographicsveacaused
fewer congressional members to represent farti@endent statdsa situation thagireatly
affects the content ofthelegislation

The currenfFarmBill supports conservation through such programias<CRRWRP, the

Wetland Habitat IncentiveéBrogram (WHP), andthe Environmental Quality Incentives

Program (EQIP) These programs have restored and conserved thousands of acres within the
RWBJV Administrative Area

Past trends in legislation have been to increase conservéiawever, large budget defis and
increasing food prices may influence future legislation toward reducing conservation funding.

Climate Change

Climate change poses a threat to the function and availability of wetlands throughout the
RWBJV Administrative Areaespecially during migrationlt is generally expected that this
portion of the Great Plains will be warmer and dnweith a significant increase &verage
temperatures during the winter months and annu&linter precipitation is expected to
increag, with summer precipitation decreasirigtense precipitation events are projected to
increase, causing more runoff, pollution, and soil erosion problems.

The possibility of increased winter temperatures could significantly reduceasommulations
increase evaporation, and ultimately reduce the surface runoff that fills wetlands prior to spring
migration. Less runoffand higher evaporation mean wetlands will pond water less frequently,
and overshorter periods

Climate models predi¢hat the conditins onwaterfowl wintering grounds will decline.

Millions of birds are expected to arrive in poorer body condifpbacing greatedemancdonthe
RWBJV Administrative Areaespecially th&kWB. The ability of theRWB to provide sufficient
migration habitain the face of climate changes will require two significant conservation
initiatives: 1) increase the acreage of wetlands distributed across the landscape, and 2) improve
the ability of these wetlands to pond watdyoth in area and in frequency.

The RWBJV and Its Partners

Organizational Structure and Standing Committees

TheR WB J \bdanizational structur@-igure4) and operations are guided by approved

bylaws. The head of the organization is the Management Baardh presenty consiss of
sevenlandowners or agriculture producers amght representatives from government and

conservation organizationg.he landowers orproducers often senasindependent voice

Some servas representatigégrom their respective Natural Resousdgistricts,at theirdi st r i ct 6 s
request.Board members who represent agencies and organizations ardaygber

administrators who have authority to commit financial and staff resources to the partnership.

The roleof the Management Board is to serve as visionaries to provide direction and leadership,

and to serve as liaiseffor the interestof their respective organizatien
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The Technical Committee serves under the Management Bltanqourpose is to provide

technical expertisandrecommendations to the Management Board and to carry out decisions of
the Board.The Technical Committeeorks closely with the Gordinator on tasks assigned to it

by the Management Board.he core membershigpnsists ofnid-level managers or

professionals from partner agencies and organizatibhe.number of members is fluids

individuals withadditional expertisare often addetb address specific projects or initiatives.

The Coordinator oversees and directs the general aparat the organiz#on. The @ordinator
answers directly to the Management Board but biesr herposition to ensuréhatthe staff,
Technical Committeandworkgroupsare workingtogethertowardestablishedoals.

The Coordinator serves as the spaitlg, ensuringhatall partners and projects are working
collectively. The current Gordinator is an employee of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service but
Service affiliationis not a requirement of the position. Future coordinators may or may not be
affiliated with an organization @gency. Responsibilities of th€oordinator include

Figure 4. Organizationalchart of the Rainwater Basin Joint Venture

Management
Board
Coorcgnator Techn_ical
Stafe Committee

Public Lands| | Acquisition| |Private Lands| [Communications col','f;‘r:l:ﬂon
Workgroup | [ Workgroup [ [ Workgroup Workgroup Workgrozp

supervision of thacience coordinator, office administrator, communications specialisthand
Geogaphic Information Systentfice.

Five workgroupsxistto implement orthe-ground projects. The members of each workgroup
arethosewhec an effectivel y ac ctasks.pliiscemmorefa thdiwotko r kK gr o
performed by one workgroup overlapwith another. For example, a landowner may wish to

restore a wetland and then place a conservation easemtit groperty.This requires close

working relations between the Private Lands and Acquisitiorkgroups. Thefunctions of the
variousworkgroups aras follows:

ThePublic Lands Workgroup bringspublic-land managers togeth&r discussuture
management plans, andrieview the performancef existing management strategieSne of
thekeys totheir success is sharing knowledge and buildingsensuswith regardto proper
management of public lands.

29



The RWBJV and Its Partners

The Acquisition Workgroup containsrepresentatives of organizatiasthawe current and
possible future involvement in acquisition of conservationrease and feditle properties
Each organization has slightly different goals and d@bjes. By working togetherpartnersan
coordinateacquisitionssothatthe organizatiothat ultimatey owns or managesgoperty is the
one that idestable to maimizethepr opert yos potenti al

It is common for one organizatida havethe resources to purchasproperty butrequesthat
another organizatiobe responsible for it®ng-term management. Coordination within this
workgroup also preventonserationorganizations from competing for the same piece of
property.

ThePrivate Lands Workgroup is composed of representatives of agenaresorganizations
thatprovide conservation assistance to private landowgergerallyin the form of technical and
financial assistance. This workgroupighe forefrontn building trust and positive relations
within communities. The workgroup becomes the forum to develop protocol for conservation
practices and to build consensus agagencies.

The Communications Workgroup is a small group of individuals from agencies who work
together to disseminate information about®RWBJV and the conservation work being done in
the region An example of their work includes the annual inforio@dl seminar which brings
farmers and conservation groups together to share informaticedainelsséand management
issues

The Conservation Planning Workgroup hasbiologists and researchessrking together to

expand knowledge about different habitatd aeeds of wildlife.Individuals serve as contact

persons for universities and government agencies conducting res&€haecgroup is responsible

for identifying and prioritizing the regionos
ensure thali mited research funds are most effectively used.

Geographic Information System s Office

The GIS Ofice includes one fultime GlSanalystand additional shotterm employees or
interns. Currently theoffice supports the biological planning and conservation design needs of
the RWBJV andvariousconservatn organizationgncluding:

Natural Resources Conservation Service
USFWS Ecological Services

USFWS Partners fdfish and Wildlife program
Nebraska Gamand Parks Commission
Ducks Unlimited

Central Platte Natural Resources District
Little Blue Natural Resources District
Tri-Basin Natural Resources District

= =4 -8 -8 _9_9_°5_2

Much of thework done for individual organizations also hefpiill the planning and
conservabn responsibilitie®f the RWBJV.
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Funded Staff Positions

In addition to the Coordinator, the RWBJV has wtberfull time staff paid for with the
USFWSallocation to he RWBJV. These positions &S Analyst and Office Manager. The

GIS Analyst overses daily operationand project development in the GIS Office. The Office
Manager coordinates with conservation delivery staff to pay for implementation of projects and
subsequently tracks expenditures for grant reporting.

Capacity is often the limitinéactor in the conservation enterprise. The RWBJV leverages a
significant proportion of its USFWS funding to address capacity limitatiéhg positions
currently existwwhich are funded directly by mothan onepartner. Joint funding ten results

when two or more agenciesr entitieshavea common neetbr a specific technical skill.lt is a

true example of how partnerships adtenaccomplish more thaindividual organizations

working independentlyThese positions are diverse and are designaddeesspecificneeds.
Positions are both permanent and nonpermanent in duration. Tthédige jointly funded
positions areScienceCoordinator,HabitatSpecialist, WRPSpecialist, SDMCoordinator and
ProjectsCoordinator As needs changthe types of positions and associated responsibilities will
change, but this leveraged approach has allowed numerous partners to benefit.

The Science Coordinatoroverseesind coordinatethe biological work being accomplished by
theRWBJV. This includesiological planningconservation desigand
monitoring/inventory/researctScientific information that igainedis distributed by the
Coordinator.

Theposition is funded by thRWBJV, but the position is held by the University of Nebraska at
Lincoln. Office space and equipment are being contributediyraska Cooperative Fish and
Wildlife Research UnjtNebraska Game and Parks Commission, and University of Nebraska
Lincoln.

TheHabitat Specialistsupportananagement of invasive and aggressive spgamasoth public
andprivatelands This position also develops wetland restoration and enhancement agreements
with private landowers. The position is funded by tHRWBJV, USFWSPartners for ish and
Wildlife, and Nebraska Game and Parks Commission

The WRP Specialistis a fulktime Natural Resources Conservation ServicR(H employee
who focuses entirely on promoting and deliveWa&P within the Rainwater Basin. A portion
of the salary cost is funded by tR&VBJV.

The Structured Decision Making Coordinator is a Nature Conservancy positiomhis person
leads the Structured Decision Makif®PM) project SDM involves developing a decision
matrix which pedictsvegetaitve responsé¢o management treatments. For example, the matrix
identifies the lgel of successo expecif a specific plant community is burned, followed by two
years of intense grazind.-he matrix incorporates management costs associatedeaith
strategy. The purpose is to develop the most effective and feasible managemewgiesstat
achieve desiretlabitatconditions

TheProjects Coordinator is responsible foproviding oversight and consistency of delivery of
numerous conservation prograoferedby theRWBJV. By doing so, there is assurance that
restoration projects amsteffective and meeting established goals.
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Partners and Partnerships

Inthemost i ncl usi ve istteRWBIVinclidesal drgarezatisrs,i p 0O
governmental bodies, institutioremdindividuals who partnetogether to further thBWBJVO s
misgon. The partners have played diverse roles. They range from being key contributors of
administrative and project fundin providing staff, to holding and managing conservation
easements. As varied as the projects accomplished over the past 2tayedysenso varied

are the contributions of the partners.

Most of the partners are involved in otla@easof Nebraska outside tHRWB. Thereforeas the
RWBJV expands its involvememito otherregions many of thesgartners will continue to be
involved New partners will most likely be local organizations wéimterest or mission is
limited to a small geographic aredwo existing organizationwith whichthe RWBJV has had
association in thpastarethe Niobrara Council and tt&andhills Task Fae.

The Niobrara Councilvas formed by legislation aridcuseson activitiesassociateavith the
management of the Niobrara National Scenic River corridor. The Sandhills Task Force is a
landownetinitiated organization whose involvement extends across the Sandbilisr

potential partners includecal Natural ResourceDistricts.

Neighboring Joint Ventures

Fourjoint ventures border thRWBJV Administrative AregFigure5). Like theRWBJV, thar
original purpose and focusareon waterfowl habitats and waterfow! poptidas. They too

have expanded thedministrative angeographic boundaries to encompass all or portions of
BCRs in proximityto their original administrative areaTheir respnsibilities now include all
birds as well. The fouradjacenjoint ventures are:

9 Prairie Pothole Joint Venture

1 Playa Lakes Joint Venture

1 Northern Great Plains Joint Venture

1 Upper Mississippi River/Great Lakes Joint Venture
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@ Rainwater Basin
@ Prairie Pothole S

@ Upper Mississippi River/ &l
Great Lakes

@ Playa Lakes
@ Northern Great Plains

Figure 5. Joint venture boundaries within the continental United States

Charting the Future

Stepping Down National and International Bird Plans

Nationally and internationallyhe goal ofbird habitat joint venturelike the RWBJV is to
providesufficienthabitat tosupportbird populationsat levels described in the national bird
plans. Fouroverarching, yeguild-specifig bird plans have been drafted to guide bird
conservation at national atod international scake the North American LandbirdConservation
Plan,the North American Waterbird Conservation Pléme North American Waterfowl
Management Plgrandthe United States Shorebi@onservatiorPlan The plangrovide a
framework for species prioritizatiodefine geographic focus areasdprovidegeneral habitat
benchmark®y geograpit areafor the different phasgof the annual lifecycle. From a planning
perspectivethe most important elemeswf theplans are the specispecific population
objectives.

The geographandfocusvary foreachbird habitatjoint venture. The administrative arsaf
somebird habitat joint venturespan large geographies atwhtainhabitats that support
numerous priority species during their entire @fele, whileothers provide important habitat for
a single phase of the annual Idgcle. Bird habitat joint venturegse the population objectives
outlined in the national bird plars a startingpoinafnd devel op di fferent fr
downo n a ttives to méanirmfiol jpapulation objectivies therespectivgoint ventures 6
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local geograpies Like the othebird habitat joint ventureshe RWBJV hasleveloped different
guild-specific planningrameworks to stedown the nationabird plan objectives These
steppeedown objectives allowed the RWBJV tow#dop meaningful conservation targéss the
RWBJV Administrative Area. The current habitat objectives arge2d benchmarkihat, if
implementedare predicted to result in landscapes capablemdartingthe appropriate
proportion of national birghopulatiors thatare epeded to use the RWBJV Administrative Area
when national objectives have been achieved

During theinitial years of the(RWBJV, thep a r t n eappsohch @ dosiservation was

Aeanser vat idgettind prdjecty an thg ground wherever the opportunity arose within
theRWB. With time, landowner participation increased and funding became more limited,
compelling the(RWBJV to move toward developing decisiomaking protocols. Fdors taken

into consideration were habitat goals, conservation priorities, and priority species. The process
contained many of the core elements outlined irSHE framework National Ecological
Assessment Team, 20063HC provides a transparent anéxible framework to guide
conservatiorplaming, project delivery, and ultimdyeevaluation and monitoring @utcomes

As previouslydescribedthe SHC framework is a spatially explicit application of the Department

of Interiois Adaptive Management pppach to managingust species and lands. The SHC
framework consists of four elemenig:Biological Planning?) Conservatiorbesign,3)

Conservation Blivery, and4) ResearchhventoryMonitoring. In thebiological planning phase

of SHC, priority species are identified and population goals are establishedonBegvation

design phase is focused on identifying regions within the specific landscapes where the greatest
biological return can be achieved for the pripgpecies.

The conservation delivery element of the SHC framework is focused on strategeground
conservation.In landscapedominated by private ownershilke the RWBJV Administrative
Area, there are numerousethods and different conservatiomgrams, buaichievenent of
desired conservation outcomsepends on the willingness and cooperation of the various
partners and most importantly on the relationshijps private landownersThe SHC
framework and Adaptive Managemerdarhework are structue d t o Al .easingn by doi n
researchhventorymonitoringto refine conservation actions. In addition to monitoring
conservation activities, the SHEameworkemphasizes the integration ®fS technology to
spatially target or prioritize best manageinactions to locations on the landscape where the
greatest biological return can be achieved. Both SHCAdiagtive Managemerare iterative
processes that are continually refined as new information becomes available.

The RWBJV used the SHC framework to establish specific population objectives, identify
limiting habitats establisthabitat objectives,ra outlinepriority researchnventorymonitoring
information that will needio be collected to better inform the partners alkeytuncertainties
outlined in this version of the RWBJV Implementation Plan. The following section describes
how the elements of the SHC framework were applied and integrated into the RWBJV
Implementatbn Plan
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Strategic Habitat Conservation within the RWBJV Administrative Area

Biological Planning

The SHCframeworkis an iterative process, but Biological Planning is often described as the
initial element thabutlines thefoundationand ultimately gidesthe subsequent elements. the
Biological Planning phasspecies population objectives are established and empirical or
conceptal models are used to quantify spedibitat relationships. The RWBJV developed
several models and planning framewaikestablish RWBV-specific population objectives.
The results are presented in the following sections.

Lanadbirds

The RWBJVdeveloped a set of priority specieasedon the NALCP The NALCPevaluated

six vulnerability factors tadentify regional prority species The RWBJV refined the NALCP

list of 31 landbird species of regional concern and the 13 stewardship species to create a list of
19 priority species.Approximately 85% of these species are grassland obligates, 10% are edge
speciesand5% are associated with woodland habi{&g/BJV 2013).

To establish landbirghopulation targetshe RWBJVpopulated thédierarchical All Bird
Strategy (HABS) databasél'he HABS database generaspeciesspecific landscape carrying
capacities by inaporating speciespecific density estimatégderived from directed research
project3 and acreage estimates of the habitat types (derived@&tandcover data)Trend
data from the Breeding Bird Survey (BB8greintegrated into the databaseestalkh
population objectives for the RWBJV Administrative Area. The datalasset up to calculate
the speciespecific populions (landscape carrying capacity) predicted to be observed if
populations were returned to 1966 leyelswhen the BBS wasfirst initiated. These population
levels correspond to the population objectives outlined ilN#RieCP.

Population goalsre outlined in the RWBJV Landbird PIGRWBJV 2013%). The goalsvere
established at their respective 1966 population levels for species thaxXpeveenceanoderate
declines. For priority landbird species demonstrating drastic declines over the last 60 years, a
goal was set to double the current landscape carrgipgaity for eaclspeciesy 2030. For

species that have not experienced declines in the RWBJV Administrativegdedswere set to
maintain current population level3.he HABS database estimated thigp@pulation goa the
RWBJV Administrative Area Wl supportabout16.6 million landbirds, 94%f whichrely on
grassland habitdRWBJV 2013).

A majority of the landbird speciedentified by theRWBJV rely ongrassland habitatsSx
GFAswithin the RWBJV Administrative Arehave significant grassha acresn the appropriate
landscape juxtapositiomeededto support sustainablandbirdpopulations Scenarios were
developed fothesesix areado helpdevelopcarrying capacitpbjectives

Two strategies werdesignedo adievelandscape carrying capacity goals forsdriority

species. The first strategy reduces grassland habitat fragmentation by removing 220,000 acres of
invasive eastern red cedar throughout the RWBJV Administrative Arka intensity of eastern
redcedamremoval vaies by GFA, depending on distribution and abundan&er example,

regions like the Central Loess Hills have a conservation gaahobving 75% of the eastern red

cedar, whereas areas with less established populatioedaddar(i.e.,the Northeast
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PrairiegElkhorn RiverGFA) have a goal of 50% removal. The second conservation strategy
focuses on increasing grassland habitat throughoui@éésin the RWBJV Administrative
Area. For planning purposes, the RWBJV assumed there would cotatibeet50,000 acres
theCRP in the RWBJV Administrative Area. Therefore an additional 42,000 acres of CRP
could still be enrolled before meeting this acrelegel (RWBJV 201%). Although only two
strategies are currently outlineatiditional strategies will be developed to improve habitat
conditions on existing grasslands in the RWBJV Administrative Area.

Shorebirds

Recent estimates suggest the RWBJV Administrative Area supddr800 breeding shorebirds
andl1.7 million shoréirds during the noibreeding phase of the annual life cy(lRWBJIV

2013). T h e -reedimg phasedescribedn the RWBJV Shorebird Plarefers to

migration, as no shorebirds winter in this region. At population goal levels described in the
USSCP(Brown et al. 200}, it is estimated that habitats within the RWBJV Administrative Area
will need to support 3.4 million shorebirds.

To guide conservation plaimg, the RWBJV developed a leioergetis modelthatdescribes the
foraging resources necessargtpportthe number oghorebirdexpected to use the RWBJV
Administrative Areaby foraging guildwhen national population goals are achievétie bur
foraging guildsoutlined in the RWBV Shorelird Plan(RWBJV 201d) are:Agri-probers and
UplandAssodates,Small-bodiedProbersGleaners].argebodiedProbers, ad Swimmers. The
bioenergetis model suggests that wetland habitats within the RWBJV Administrative Area will
need be lale to provide 2.1 billion kiloalories (kcals) of foraging resources $hiorebirds

(RWBJV 201%). Itis estimated that approximately 202,815 total wetland acres will be required
to meet these foraging requirements.

Habitat inventoriesuggest thathe RWBJV Administrative Areaontains aradequateumber

of acres ofwetlandand upland habitat to support shorebirds using this large geographic

landscape; however sufficient habitat may not be availalifesigeographic rgionsthat

experiencénigh shorebird usearticularlythe RWB. At USSCP goal levels, it is estimated that

the RWB will need to provide 207 million kcals or 20,260 acres of suitable foraging habitat.

Recent habitat inventories suggesttbgion containe d equat e @At ot al 0, wet !l an:t
during the norbreeding phase of tte h o r e dnmual tifescyok, the number of acres of

pondedwater, or available, habita not sufficient

The bienergetis model outputs and habitat inventories indicate a hathéttiency for species

in the Snall-bodiedProbersGleaners antlargebodiedProbersforagingguilds. In the RWB,
conservation delivery strategies for shorebirds mirror the strategies described in the RWBJV
Waterfowl PlanRWBJV 2013l). These strategies focus on wetlaimhservation tincrease
wetland acres, watershed restoration to imploxarologc function the number of acres that
pond water)and management to promote desired habitat conditions dinangbird migration

For breeding shorebirdsonservation delivery will bendertakeralong the major riverine
systemsandin the Sandhills.Habitatconservatioralong the major riverine systems walim to
provide nesting habitat for Piping Plovers. In the Sandhills, conservation astilbneed to be
developed Ultimately these strategies wirovideeconomically viable conservation pragns
thatincrease habitat fdireeding and nebreedingshorebirdswhile complemering cattle
operationghat exist in the SandhillRWBJV 201d).
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Waterbirds

Waterbirds are guably the least understood suite of birds that rely on the RWBJV
Administraive Area in significant numbersSandhill Cranes and Whooping Cranes are the
primary waterbirds that use the R\MBAdministrative Area during the neoreeding phase of
ther annual lifecycle. Nearly the entire midontinent population of Sandhill Cras€560,000
individuals) stagen the Central and North Platte Rivealleys. Whooping Cranes often use the
CentralPlatteRiver andLouprivers,as well as playa wetlands found in the Central Loess Hills
and RWBGFAs.

It is hypothesized that ttgandhillsprovide significant breeding habitat for a variety of

waterbirds. Nine species of colonial waterbirds #mde solitary breeders are referenced as

common or locally common (RWBJV 204)3 Unfortunatelyno surveyor monitoring datare

availabe to quantify thespecies othe number of individuals that usei$tGFA. The Interior

Least Tern is the primary breeding species outside dbaimelhills This species nests on
unvegetated sandbars associ at Wihenriwerine habitatise r e gi
unavailable, Interior €astTerns also nest on large, bare sand piles crégtgdavel mining

operations However, human disturbance and predation can cause low nest and chick survival at
sandpit sites. Thimterior Least Tern Bcovery Plan (USFWS 1990) identified a population

target of 1,550 individuals within the RWB Administrative AreaRWBJV 20138).

The RWBJV Waterbird Pla(RWBJV 2018) addresses the energetic neefiwaterbirds that

use the RWBJV Administrative Areand therequisiteconservation strategieg he plan

describes the integration of the Sandhill Crane population estimates into a bioenergetics model.
This model incorporated sspeciesspecific use estimates, residency time, basal metabolic rates,
and faage selection to estimate the foraging resources needed by Sandhill Cranes during spring
migration.

The bienergetis model estimated that the 560,000 Sandhill Cranes staging along theaRthtte
North Platte ivers during spring migration will requir&0.3 billion kcals in total energy. Based
on forage selectigrb17 million kcals of the total energy requirements would needioefrom
wet-meadowhabitats RWBJV 2013%). Native habitatsike wetmeadows and associated
upland grasslandprovide an inportant source of invertebrates and nateeds whichcontain
essential amino acids and inorganic elem#rdswaste graie lack To provide these foraging
resourcegsit is estimatedhatapproximately 12l25acres of wetmneadow habitat and just over
80,700 acres of corn fields, with at least 35.6 kg/acre (88l&kgf waste grain, are needed
(RWBJV 201%).

For breeding watdirdsusing the RWBJV Administrative Arethep a r t n eprinsaty foqu® s
isonthe Sandhills.It is believed that th&andhills currently providadequatéabitat to support
breeding watdrirds. The goal of the RWBJV is to maintain the current distribution of wetlands
and grasslands found in tBandhills(RWBJV 201%).

Waterfow!

Results from a combination of directegbearch projects and survdgtasuggest 8.6 million
waterfowl use the RWRBNd associated Central Platte Ridaring thenonbreedingphaseof
their annual life cyclespecifically spring migrationSurvey data from Vrtiska and Powell
(2011)suggestedhat235,000 breeding waterfowl are found in Sendhills
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The RWBJV developda bicenergetis modelbased on use estimates for Ameeding

waterfowl This modeincorporates speciespecific use estimates, residency time, basal
metabolic ratesand forage selection to estimate the foraging resources needed by waterfowl
during this period Thebioenergetis modelestimated that th&.6 million waterfowl that usthe
RWB during spring migrationvould requirel6.0 billion kcals in total energyBased on forage
selection 4.4 billion kcals ofthe total energy requirements would needdamefrom wetland
derived seed resourcBWBJV 2013d). Native seeds providessential amino acids and
inorganic elementthatwaste grais lack To provide thes#oraging resourcesn estimated
62,500 acres of functioning wetland habiutatuld need to be available theRWB (RWBJV
2013).

For breeding waterfowl using the RWBJV Administrative Aitb@p a r t n eprinsaly fopud s
is on habitat conditionsin Ner a s k a 6 s It iS lehedeld ihdtiHe Sandhills are currently
providingsufficient habitat to support breeding waterfowl. eféfore, thegoal of the RWBJV is
to maintain the current distribution of wetlands and grasslands found Sattdhills RWBJV
2013).

Surrogate Species

As describegreviously theRWBJV hasused a variety of planning tools to develop population
objectives and benchmari@ the habitahecessary to support theversity of aviarspecies that
use the RWBJV Administrative Area. At times research and monitoring cannohtactedo
evaluate the success of conservation actomise landscapé sapacity to support all species.

To help facilitate effective conservatiasubset fospeciess often used to evaluate
conservation success and monitor landscape heailtti.species that are endangered,
threatened, or considered a candidatdisting are commonlygonsidereds surrogatspecies
because their return to greater nunsbedicates a recovering ecosystem.

At times howeverthese species do nigularlyoccur, or are not abundant enoughlie
effectively monitoed In these situationsnore commorspecies arselectedor evaluation For
example NorthernPintail numbers in theRWB during spring migration closely reflect the status
of shallow wetland habitat condition&s wetland conditionsmprove Northern ftail numbers
increase By setting a population goal fdtorthernPintails, strategies can levaluated ath

refined based on the responsetbis species.This provides a mechanismeffectivelyevaluate
actions and ultimatelynprove wetland conditiorn®r a majority of the waterfowl that rely on
this region.
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The RWBJV usda variety of conservation planning strategmslevelop criteria for identifying
surrogatespecies To facilitate the process, the RWBJV identified key habitagsach of the
GFAs Surrogatespecies were identified for each of these habitat tgpade 2) with the
expectation that future management actions for selected speciesalsmutdeet theeed=f a
majority of the species that use similar habit&gteria used by the RWBJW6 identify
surrogate species include:

1 The pecies haestablisheghopulation targets

1 The speciebasthe habitat needs of other species

1 The gecies can be monitored to evaluate response to habitat delivery or conditions

1 The speciesan be modeled to predict distribution to help guide conservation delivery

1 The specis represents a specific habitat that is essential during a critical portion of the
annual lifecycle (breeding or migration)

1 The habitat is limited fora priority species identified in theWBJV Administrative Area
and the habitat can be measured towaal success

Table 2. Habitats, Geographic Focus Areas and Priority Species Identified by the RWBJV.

Habitat Geographic Focus Area Surrogate Species
Contiguous Grasslands | Central Loess Hills, Northeast GreaterPrairie-Chicken Sharp
Prairies/Elkhorn River, Republican | tailed Grousel.ong-billed
River/BlueRiver Drainages and Curlew

Loess Canyons, Sandhillsekigris
Bazile CreekDrainages

Playa Wetlands Rainwater BasinCentralLoess Hills | Mallard, NortherrPintail,
(CentralTable Playas) SemipamatedSa nd pi per
Sandpper, Lesser Yellowlegs,
Willet, Whooping Crane

Prairie Rivers and Riverin{ Central and North Platte River, PipingPlover, Interior Least
Wetlands Central Loess Hills (Loup Rivers), | Tern, Sandhill Crane, Whooping
Missouri River, Northeast Crane

Prairies/Elkhorn River
Platte River WeMeadows| Central and North Platte River Sandhill CrangWhooping Crane
Sandhills WetMeadows | Sandhills Long-billed Curlew
Sandhill Lakes Sandhills Wilsons Phalaropelrumpeter
Swan

Conservation Design

As described in thbiological planning sectionthe RWBJV used a variety of planning tools to
describe specidsabitat relationships and estimate the amount of habitat needed to support avian
speciesattarget populatiofevels. Theools included bienergetis models to evaluate habitat

needs of shorebirds (RWBJV 20 3waterbirds (RWBJV 20X3, and waterfowl (RWBJV

2013l). The HABS database was used to describe population objectives and habitat objectives
for landbirds (RWBJV 2018.
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Theconservatiordesign phasécusesn identifying regions within the landscapbere
conservation delivery is likelo provide thegreatest biologicaleturn This is importantsince
relative conservation effiency (e.g., biological benefit®pacre) varies across landscapes.
Thus, the actual amount of habitat requirechetour population objectives depends on where
conservation programs are delivered (NEAT 2006).

The RWBJV used a scaled approach to impleroenservatiordesign. At the coarsest
geographic scajédabitat objectives were established for each of3Rés. By developing

habitat objective$or eachGFA, theRWBJV was able to customize conservation targets and
strategieto address the species that could be most impagthoh these regions. Eeregional
planning also allows the conservation targets and strategies to be tailored to address limiting
factors and habitatgpecific tothe geographic area of interest. Within e@&ttA, the RWBJV

usad GIS techwlogy tocreatespatially explicit speciebabitat models, identify priority areas,
and createlecisionsupporttools (DSTs)hat help focus conservation delivery.

In addition toinforming conservation delivergpecieshabitat nodelscan be arlgzed to
conductscenarigplanning exercises. These exercises allow the partnership to evaluate the
different prioritization schemas and delivery strategiBlse processot onlyprovides guidance
for delivery staff but also give the RWBJV the abilityat convey the magnitudd the
conservatioreffortsneededrom partners and stakeholdeéossupport bird populations at goal
levels

Thehabitat objectives presented in thimplementatiorPlan are not absolutdout represent a
scenario allowing the RWBJW help meet habitat objectives fitve avian species that rely on
the RWBJV Administrative AreaAll habitat objectives are based on #&ssumption thabn
averagespeciegespond as predicted to the habitat modifications prescri@hednges in
policies, programs, puic support, and funding can and will determine which conservation
opportunities will arise. As one target is exceeded, other target numbers will be adjusted.
Timely adjustments to habitat objectiwedl be madein response toew scietific information,
recent management accomplishments,@hdr influences on habitat resulting frgolicy
changes and socioeconomic factors.

Targets and Strategies

The relatively small geography of the RWBJV Administrative Area allowed the RWBJV to
estdlish habitat objectives for each of tB&As Within each of the sevaBFAsthere are
similar landuses, threats to the habitats, priority species, and conservation opportunities.

Central Loess Hills Conservation Targets and Strategies

There arehtreeprimary focugsin the Central Loess Hills. The first focus is to provide high
guality playa wetland habit@t the Central Table Playa Wetland Complex. Functional playa
wetlands in this landscape provide important stopover habitat for Whooping CRANEIV
201%), foraging habitator migratingwaterfowl (RWBJV 201d), and stopover habitat for
shorebirds (RWBJV 2018. The second focus @nthe Loupriversthat flow through thisarea
The Middle and North Loupvers provide nesting habitat fdnterior Least Tersand Piping
Ploveas. Thegrassland$ound in this regiomprovide breeding habitat for an estimated 875,000
landbirds (RWBJV 2013).

40



Strategic Habitat Conservation within the RWBJV Administrative Area

Four conservation targetse identified. Thewill result in approximatels,000acres of
functionalplaya wetland habitaprovideinformation to better understand distribution and
abundance afiesting habitat for Piping PloveasidInterior Least Ternsising the Loupivers,
remove nearly 124,000 asref invasive eastern red cedandstrategically estore 10,500 acres
of grasslandto benefit grassland nesting birds

The habitat objectives used in each target and its associated strategies are not absolute, but
represent one scenario that would allowRWBJV to develop habitat conditions needed to
support priority avian specie€hanges in policies, prograpublic support, and funding can

and will help determine what conservation opportunities will arise. As one target is exceeded,
other target numbers will be adjusted. Explanations of howifsppumbers and percentages
werederivedare described in the RWBX\andbird Plan (RWBJV 20E%}, RWBJV Shorebird
Plan(RWBJV 201d), RWBJV Waterbird PlanRWBJV 201%), and RWBJV Waterfowl Plan
(RWBJV 2013I).

Target 1. By 2030,enroll 4,000 acres of @ya wetlandsin existing or newly developed
conservation programs thatfully restore wetland and watershed function. At goal,
these wetlands shouldunder average climaé conditions, provide 2,000 acres of
reliable wetland habitat during spring and fall migration to support the shorebirds
waterfowl, and Whooping Cranesthat use this region.

Strategy A: Strategically market wetland conservation programs, such/dattiral
RresourcegonservatiorServiced ¥/etlandsReservePprogram and Farm Service
A g e n c y 6 GonsgerizaBofReserveProgram which provide financial and technical
assistance to restore wetland funcsion

1 Annually enroll 200 acres of playa wetlands in the Wetlands Reserve Program or
similar programs in the Central TadPlayas.

1 Develop aCRP Conservation Practice, likdP 23A that provides a tegear
contract to restore playa wetlands and adjacent upland buffer enrolled in the
program. The RWBJV will pursue opportunities tmmpensate enrolled acres at
county irrigatel rental rates, since a majority of the Central Table Playa wetlands
are embedded icenter pivotirrigated crop fields.The program should be
structured to require full hydrologic restoration to the extent possible and also
require midcontract managemen

1 Enroll 75 acres annually (50 acraflswetland and 25 acres of adjacent upland
buffer)in CRP.

1 Integrate geospatial habitat prioritization tools to pra@mnservation programs
to highpriority landowners and producers.

Strategy B: Develop a waitshed restoration program to fill irrigation reuse pits that are
negatively impacting Central Table Playa wetlands.

1 Analyze existing geospatial datastt determinghe number of watershed
modifications (irrigation reuse pits) and the potential impastta@ge volume) of
these features on wetland function.
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1 Analyze existing irrigation practices identify those irrigation reuse pits that
have been abandoned and are no longer activelydusetba transition to pivot
irrigation systems.

91 Develop a pwritization tool to identify those abandoned irrigation pits that have
the greatest impact on existing playa wetlands in the Central Table Playas.

1 Develop ad implement conservation initiatis¢o remove 75% of these
modifications by 2030.

Strategy C: Develop infrastructure to integrate Central Table Rlaya | ands i nt o pr o
operations for either foraggoductionor cattle productionSuchactivities (grazing,
fire, and haying) emulate the ecosystem processes under which theselsvetlalved

and will promote desired vegetation communities habitat conditions for priority
species.

1 Develop and implement programs that will provide ¥sire for agriculture
producers tanstall cross fence, perimeter fence, and livestock watstemgo
integrate these wetlands irdgricultureopeations.

Target 2. Work with partners to maintain streamflows necessaryor maintenance ofin-
channel habitat conditionsthrough scouring and othe ecological processesp
provide nestinghabitat for Piping Ploversand Interior Least Terns as well as

reliable habitat for shorebirds during the non-breeding phase of the annual life
cycle.

Strategy AProvidetechnical resources necessary tmptete geospatial analysis to quantify
and map the habitat conditiofmuind on the Loup River systems

Strategy B: Provide technical resources necessatgdoribeavailable inchannehesting
habitat forLeast Terngnd Rping Ploversto better target atservation activities.

Target 3. By 2030, work with partners to remove 75% of eastern red cedar from
grasdands, reducingwoody encroachmenton 124,000 acres

Strategy A: Work with willingandownergo remove eastern red cedar from grasslands on
their property.

Strategy B: Coordinate with local partners to conduct controlled burns to control and manage
encroachment agastern red cedandother invasive species.

Strategy C: Create a decision support togdrioritize management of cedanfested areas

and conduct targeted mailiatp landownersto generaténterest in cedar removal
projects.

Target 4. By 2030, workwith partners to enroll 10,500 additional acres in CRP in this
GFA.
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Strategy A: Worlwith willing landowners to reestablish grassland habitat in crop fields
through the CRP program.

Strategy B: Create habitat suitability indices or species distribution moddentify areas
of the landscape/hereCRP contracts are most likely to benefi tlargeted species.
Work with partners on directed mailisitp generatdandowner interesh CRP sigaup.

Strategy C:Work with willing landowners to enhand®&bitat on existingrasslandicres
through development of rotational grazing systems.

Central and North Platte River Conservation Targets and Strateqgies

There arewo primary focugswithin the CentraPlatte and North Platte Riv&FA. The first is

to provide highquality wet meadows and associated grasslands. These habitats are important
foraging areas for Sandhill Cran(RWBJV 2018) andprovide breeding habitébr an

estimated 140,000 landbirds (RWBJV 2@1L3The second focus is on thetive channel.

Woody encroachment and altered hydrology have reduced si@asnand available roostg

habitat for Sandhill Crarseand Whooping Crarseas well as nesting habitat for lstda errs and

Piping Ploves. The active channel and associated wet meadows are also important roosting and
foraging areasor the millions of waterfowl that use this regiguarticularlyduring spring

migration. This is especially true during periods of drought and when early spring storms freeze
the shallow RWB wetlandshuslimiting habitat in this adjacent GFA.

Thesix conservation targetsutlinedbelowwill provideinformationneededo understand
availableforaging,nesting and roosting habitat for priority specjegile theconservation
delivery actions will result in desired habitat conditioRemoval of woody &getation and
restoration of grasslands will provide additional nesting habitat for grassland obligates and
foraging habitat fowaterfowl Sandhill Crans, and Whooping Crarse Management and
monitoring will also beconductedvithin the active channel tioetter understanaosting habitat
for Sandhill Craneand Whooping @nes, as well as nesting habitat for Piping Plavand
Interior Least Ters.

The habitat objectives used in each target and its associated strategies are not absolute, but
represent ne scenario that would allow tiRAVBJV to meet its goal Changes in policies,
prograns, public support, and funding can and will help determine what conservation
opportunities will arise. As one target is exceeded, other target numbers will be adjusted.
processes through whigpecific numbers and percentagesederivedare described in the
RWBJV Landbird Plan (RWBJV 2043 RWBJV Shorebird Plan (RWBJV 2003 RWBJV
Waterbird PlanRWBJV 201%), and RWBJV Waterfowl Plan (RWBJV 20d)3

Target 1. By 2030, work with partners to remove 10% of invasive woody vegdtan from
grasslands, reducingvoody encroachmenton 6,000 acres

Strategy A: Work with willing landowners to remove undesirable woody vegetation from
grasslands on their property.

Stratey B: Coordinate with local agencies to conduct controlled burns to manage and
control encroachment of invasive species in problem areas
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Strategy C: Create a decision support tool to prioritize areas and conduct targetednailing
landownersto generaténterest inprojects to removendesired vegetation.

Target 2. By 2030, work with partners to increasavet meadow and associated upland
grasslandhabitat by 5,000 acres.These actions will often be achieved through
conservation easements and fee titlcquisition by the numerous conservation
partners and entities working in this GFA.

Strategy A: Work with willing landowners to-+establish grassland habitat in crop fields
through conservation programs.

Strategy B: Create habitat suitability indicespecies distribution models for a planning
species or group of species to identifgas othe landscapehereconservation
programs are most likely to benegjitassland nestingpecies. Work with partners on
directed mailingto generatdandowner inteest in grassland restoration programs.

Strategy C:Work with willing landowners and conservation organizations to enhance,
manage, and maximize benefits gpassland nestingpecien existing grasslands

Target 3. Develop landscape inventories that RWBJV partners can use to guide river
management to increase the frequenogf in-stream target flows thatmaintain in-
channel habitat conditionsthrough scouring and other ecological processemaintain

functioning wet meadows,and provide nestingand roosting habitat for priority
species.

Strategy A: Provide technicedsources fogeospatial analysis to quantify and nmrapsting
habitatunder different flow regimes.

Strategy B: Provide technical resources necessayydotify the impacts of different flow
regimes on available iohannehestinghabitat

Target 4. When necessary, implement active management (disking, herbicide treatments,
tree removal, roto-tilling) to promote desired habitat conditions within the adive
channel, plusa wetland matrix that providesroosting and nesting habitat for
priority species.

Target 5. Work with partners to assess the capacitpf the Central and North Platte River

GFA to provide suitable nesting habitat forLeast Terns, PipingPlovers, and other
priority shorebirds.

Strategy A: Provide technical resourdesgeospatial analysis to quantify and naaprent
nesting habitat.

Strategy B: Provide technical resources necessary to develop decision support tools to assist
conservation partners and land managers in prioritizing restoration and management
projects to provide the greatest biological return for priority nesting species
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Target 6. Work with partners to provide foraging habitat for Sandhill Cranes and
Whooping Cranes.

Strategy A: Ensuréhatthere is sufficientvet-meadowhabitat in the right landscape
juxtaposition and spatial configuratiom provide 11,125 acres of higjuality wet-
meadowforaginghabitat forSandhill Cranes andhoopingCranesn the Cetral Platte
River and 1,300 acres in the North Platte River Valley.

Strategy BContinueto monitor waste grain availability to ensdbhat 72,200 acres of
harvesteatornfields along the Central Platte River and 8,5@0ea in the North Platte
River valley contain at least 35.6 kg/acre of waste grain

Strategy C: Provide technical resources necessary to develop decision support tools to assist
conservation partners and land managers in prioritizing restoration and management
projects to provide the gresst biological returfirom habitat projects fosandhill
Cranes andVhoopingCranes.

Missouri River Conservation Targets and Strategies

The unchannelized portion of the Missouri River provides important breeding habitat for both
Piping Ploves andinterior Least Ters. These two species rely on bare sandbars for nesting
habitat. The primaryfocusin this GFA is on the active channel. Woodycroachment and

dams on the main stem have significantly altered hydrology and stream flowmgtkatnce
sufficient tomaintainsuitablenesting habitat conditions.

The primary focus of the RWBJV partnership in tBIBA will be to inventory current habitat
conditions and monitor habitat changegitime Specific inventory and monitoring activities
are oulined in the RWBJWVaterbird PlanRWBJV 2013%) and RWBJV Waterfowl Plan
(RWBJV 2013I).

Target 1. Work with partners to increase the frequency ostreamflows that maintain in-
channel habitat conditionsthrough scouring and other ecological processesd
provide nesting habitat for Least Ternsand Piping Plovers, as well as reliable
foraging and nesting habitat forother priority shorebirds during their annual life
cycle.

Strategy A: Prowe technical resourcégr geospatial analysis to quantify amap the
habitat conditions under different flow regimes.

Strategy B: Provide technical resources necessary to quantify the impacts of different flow
regimes on available iohannel habitat for nestingeast TernsPiping Ploversand
otherpriority shordirds (e.g., Spotted Sandpipers).

Northeast Prairies /Elkhorn River Conservation Targets and Strategies

The primary focus in thiSFA is on grassland nestingpecies This regiorsuppors an

estimated 1.3 million priority grasslaméstingbirds At goal levels4,700 acres of grassland
will be enhanced by removing eastern red cedars and strategically enrolling 4,200 acres of
envirommentally sensitive cropland @RP.
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Target 1. By 2030, work with partners to remove 50% of eastern red cedar from
grasslands, reducing woody encroachmemin 460 acres

Strategy A: Work with willing landowners to remove eastern red cedar and other invasive
species from grasslands on their property.

Strategy B: Coordinate with local partners to conduct controlled bamarnage andontrol
eastern red cedar encroachment in problem areas

Strategy C: Create a decision support tool to prioritize management oficksdded areas
and conduct targeted mailisp landownersto generaténterest inprojects to remove
easten red cedar.

Target 2. By 2030, work withpartners to increase CRP enrollment by an additional 4,200
acres.

Strategy A: Work withwilling landowners to reestablish grassland habitat in crop fields
through the CRP program.

Strategy B: Create habitat suitability indices or species distribution models for a planning
species or group of species to identifgas othe landscapwhereCRP contracts are
most likely to benefit the targeted species. Work with partners on dineetiéidgs to
generatdandowner interesh CRP sigrup.

Strategy C:Work with willing landowners on existing CRPras and other grassland acres
to manage and maximize benefits for planning/targeted species.

Rainwater Basin Conservation Targets and Stra tegies

The primary focus within thRWB is on providingreliable stopover habitat for Whooping

Cranes (RWBJV 2013 as well assufficient foraging habitat to support the estimated 8.6

million waterfowl (RWBJV 2018d), and 600,000 shorebirds (RWBJV 201 &at rely on this

region during spring migration. The five targets listed below will result in approximately 62,500
acres of functional wetland habitathe amounthat is estimated to be necessary to provide the
foraging resources needed by waterfollIsufficient habitat is protected, restoreschd managed

for waterfowl| habitat assessments suggest therealgthbe sufficient habitat to support the
shorebirds and waterbirds that rely on this region (RWBJV R@1H)

The habitat objectives used iach target and its associated strategies are not absolute, but
represent one scenario that would allowRWBJV to meet its goal Changes in policies,
prograns, public support, and funding can and will help determine what conservation
opportunities willarise. As one target is exceeded, other target numbers will be adjlik&d.
processes by whicspecific numbers and percentages wisterminedare described in the
RWBJV Waterfowl! Plan (RWBJV 204j3.

Target 1. By 2030, publiclyowned wetlands will povide 55% of the total natural forage
needed by waterfow! within the Rainwater Basin.

46



Strategic Habitat Conservation within the RWBJV Administrative Area

Strategy A: Increase public wetland acres from 18,814 to 26,800. Most of the newly acquired
wetl and acres will b & wétlandsu Thd @undossdso ntap e x i st
increase the forage production existingpublic wetlands.

Strategy BThrough managementaintain80% of public wetland acres in early
successional plant communitjés optimize moistsoil seed production.

Strategy C: Increase ponding frequgminder average moisture conditions from 17.7% to a
more natural 45%.

1 Restore the natural hydrologic charactersstiteach wetlando the greatest
feasible degree

1 Increase the function of associated watersheds by reclaiming irrigation reuse pits
andimplementingother conservation practices.

1 Provide additional supplemental water delivery by increasing the use of high
volume wells.

1 Develop a longerm funding mechanism to operate higiilume wells.

Strategy D: Increase the number of upland buffeestmom 13,268 to 17,793 through fee
title land acquisition.

Target 2. Bgr m08060ns é&f v ay ipwovide 268 fltha totdls 6 wi | |
natural forage needed by waterfowl in the Rainwater Basin.

Strategy A: Increase the number of wetland acres @148 to 12,687 through conservation
easements or other loibgrm conservation programs.

Strategy BThrough managementaintain75% of these wetland acres in eaglyccession
plant communities.

Strategy C: Increase ponding frequency ura@rage weatr conditions t@5%.

1 Restore the natural hydrologic charactersstiteach wetlando the greatest
feasible degree

1 Increase the functioof associated watersheds by reclaiming irrigation reuse pits
andimplementingother conservation practices.

1 Provideadditional supplemental water delivery by increasing the use of high
volume wells.

91 Develop a longerm funding mechanism to operate higilume wells.

Strategy D: Increase the number of uplandfer acres from 2,899 to 7,24hrough
conservation easemsior other longerm conservation programs.

Target 3. By 2030, wetlands placed in conservation agreements of less than 30 years will
provide 10% of the natural forage needed by waterfowin the Rainwater Basin.
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Strategy A: Increase the number of wetland acres enrollglabirtterm conservation
programs from 2,481 to 7,346 acres.

Strategy BRestore and maintainetland plant communities at 60% easlyccession, 30%
cropland (farmed), and 10% laseccessioim wetlands enrolled in shetérm
conservation programs

Strategy C: Restore wetland and watershed functidghaponding frequency reaches 33%
under average weather conditions.

Target 4. By 2030, wetlands in private ownership that are not in any conseation
program will provide 9% of the total natural forage needed by waterfowl in the
Rainwater Basin.

Strategy A:Through incentives and educationaintainwetland vegetation communities that
are 30% earhgsuccession, 50% cropland (farmed), and 20%dateession.

Strategy B: Restore watershed function to these wetlantistbey reach a 25% ponding
frequency under average weather conditions.

Strategy C: Encourage the development of stesrh conservation progranisatencourage
the establishmentf @rassland bufferfr these wetlands

Republican River /Blue River Drainage s and Loess Canyons Conservation
Targets and Strategies

The primary focus in this region @ grassland nesting birds. This region suppart estimated
1.7 million priority landbirdRWBJV 201%). At goal levels70,000 acres of grassland will be
enhanced by removing eastern red cedars and strategically enrolling 16,800 acres of
environmentally sensitive cropland in CRP.

Target 1. By 2030, work wih partners to remove 75% of eastern red cedar from
grasslands, reducing woody encroachmerman 53,200 acres

Strategy A: Work withwilling landowners to remove eastern red cedar from grasslands on
their property.

Strategy B: Coordinate with local partnéosconduct controlled burns to manage and control
eastern red cedar encroachment in problem areas

Strategy C: Create a decision suppod to prioritize management of cedafested areas
and conduct targeted mailistp landownersto generaténterestin projects to remove
eastern red cedar.

Target 2. By 2030, work with partners to enroll an additional 16,800 acres in CRP.

Strategy A: Work with willing landowners to-+establish grassland habitat in crop fields
through the CRP program.
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Strategy B: Ceate habitat suitability indices or species distribution models for a planning
species or group of species to identifgas othe landscapehereCRP contracts are
most likely to benefit the targeted species. Work with partners on directed mtoling
generatdandowner interesh CRP sigrup.

Strategy C:Work with willing landowners on CRRcresand other grassland to enhance,
manage, and maximize benefits for planning/targeted species.

Sandhills Conservation Targets and Strateqgies

There are two priry focuses in th8andhills The first is to provide highuality wetmeadows
and associated grasslands. These halpitatédeimportantnesting habitat for a large
proportion of the landbirds (RWBJV 204)3and nearly all of the shorebirds, waterbiraisg
waterfowl that breed in the RWBJV Administrative AgWVBJV 2013, ¢, 9. The second
focus is orthemyriad of palustrine and lacustrine wetlands that are scattered throughout the
Sandhills. These groundwat@fluenced wetlands attract an estinth35,000 breeding
waterfowl and provide breeding hédtifor the entire High Plaingoick of Trumpeter Swans

The primary conservation actions will lenmoval of woody vegetation amthhanement of
grassland structure and stature through rotational grana prescribed fire. These activities
will contribute to suitableesting conditions. Th8andhillsare nearly all privately ownedl'he
RWBJV will have to develop new partners and find ways to niaganplementation of these
conservation actionscoromically viableand compmentaryto cattle production, the primary
landusein this area.

Currently, speciebabitat relationships are not well understood inShaadhills Monitoring will
berequiredto improve theunderstanithg of species distributin and priority landscapes in this
GFA. This will require developing partnersiiprith private landowners to gain accéss
surveys on private lands.

The habitat objectives used in each target and its associated strategies are not absolute, but
represat one scenario that would allow tR&/BJVto meet its goal Changes in policies,
prograns, public support, and funding can and will help determine what conservation
opportunities will arise. As one target is exceeded, other target numbers will kead]juse
processes through whigpecific numbers and percentages wigterminedare described in the
RWBJV Landbird Plan (RWBJV 2083 RWBJV Shorebird Plan (RWBJV 2063 RWBJV
Waterbird PlanRWBJV 201%), and RWBJV Waterfowl Plan (RWBJV 20d)3

Target 1. By 2030, work with partners to remove 50% of eastern red cedar from
grasslands, reducing woody encroachmermn 8,410 acres

Strategy A: Work with willing landowners to remove eastern red cedar and other invasive
species from grasslands on their .

Strategy B: Coordinate with local partners to conduct controlled bumanage andontrol
eastern red cedar encroachment in problem areas

Strategy C: Create a decision support tool to prioritize management ofictdaed areas
and conductargeted mailingto landownersto generaténterest inprojects to remove
eastern red cedar.
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Target 2. Work with partners to identify conservation opportunities that can be develped
to promote nestinghabitat on private lands managed for beef productia.

Strategy A: Provide technicaetsources necessary to complete landstap surveyghat
can be used to define speclembitat relationships and identify priority landscapes for
shorebird waterbird, and waterfovdonservation.

Strategy B: Developanservation programend strategies that will promote shorebird
waterbird, and waterfowlesting habitat and complement cattle operations in the
Sandhills.

Verdigris & Bazile Creek Drainage s Conservation Targets and Strategies

The primary focus in thi&FA is on grassland nesting birds. This region suppart estimated
820,000 priority grassland nestibgds At goal levels 42,850 acres of grassland will be
enhanced by removing eastern red cedars and strategically enrolling 10,500 acres of
environmetally sensitive cropland in CRP.

The habitat objectives used in each target and its associated strategies are not absolute, but
represent one scenario that would allowRWBJVto meet its goal Changes in policies,
prograns, public support, and fumg can and will help determine what conservation
opportunities will arise. As one target is exceeded, other target numbers will be adjusted.
processes through whigpecific numbers and percentages wiaterminedare described in the
RWBJV LandbirdPlan (RWBJV 2018).

Target 1. By 2030, work with partners to remove 75% of eastern red cedar from
grasslands, reducing woody encroachmemin 32,350 acres

Strategy A: Work with willing landowners to remove eastern red cedar from grasslands on
their pooperty.

Strategy B: Coordinate with local partners to conduct controlled burns to manage and control
eastern red cedar and other undesirable invasive species encroachment in problem areas

Strategy C: Create a decision support tool to prioritize managerheetlarsinfested areas
and conduct targeted mailisp landownersto generaténterest inprojects to remove
eastern red cedar.

Target 2. By 2030, work with partners to increase CRP acreage through enrollment of an
additional 10,500 acres.

StrategyA: Work with willing landowners to re@stablish grassland habitat in crop fields
through the CRP program.

Strategy B: Create habitat suitability indices or species distribution models for a planning
species or group of species to identifgas othe lardscapevhereCRP contracts are
most likely to benefit the targeted species. Work with partners on directed mtoling
generatdandowner interesh CRP sigrup.
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Strategy C: Utilize habitat suitability indices and/or species distribution models and work
with willing landowners on CRBcresand other grasslands to enhance, manage, and
maximize benefits for planning/targeted species.

Decision Support Tools

In 200Q the RWBJV coordinated the development of a collaborativedBi& wheregeospatial
analyss, bological planners and remote sensing professionadsild work together to develop
landcovelinventories, creatspecieshabitat models, angeneratespatially expliét decision
support tools. To datéhe staff in this officehascoordinated with nmnerous stakeholdeesd
producel habitat inventories, species habitat models,deuisionsupporttools (DST) for every
GFA in the RWBJV Administrative Area.

One of the first models was théetland Prioritization Modelwhichwasdeveloped trioritize
wetlandconservation delivery in the RWB_ocal and landscapscale variables were analyzed

in a GIS environment to identify those wetlankiat weremost important to migrating waterfowl

in the RWB. Results from directed research projects conducted in the Riv@atedthat
landscapes withigh wetland densities (>3W)ithin a Skilometer radius, and containing a semi
per manent ,bad highér bind ese them sirdilandscapes with a low wand

density. Local griables included in the model were wetland size, wetland density, proximity to
human disturbance, and contribution to a wetland complex.

The output of this additive model wagelative score for each historiethand footprint. By
weighting dfferent criteria within the modethreerelatedDSTs weredevelopedl) wetland
roundoutstiat should berioritiesfor future acquisitiorefforts 2) wetlands to prioritizefor
enrollment in WRPand 3) wetlandwith the highest value t&vhoopingCranes.

For areas atside the RWBthe GIS Office has developed spechesbitat models for a variety of
grassland birds including Greater Praidhicken, Field Sparrow, and Shagled Grouse
Thesemodels havéeen used to develop DSitsguice grassland enhancement (tree removal,
prescribed fire, rotational grazing) and grassland restorateasureshrough the CRP program
in several of the RWB/ Administrative AreaGFAs

The RWBY GIS Office has also completelétailed mapping and modelipgojectsto evaluate
nesting habitat fointerior Least Tersand Piping Plovexralong the Central Platte River under
different flow regimes. Th@formationgeneratedby these assessments is currently being
analyzed to evaluate roosting habitat for Whiog Crans under different flow regimes as well.

The RWBJV is committed to working with partners to identify other key uncertainties and data
needs that can lzldressetly theGIS office. One of the next projects is the development of
decison supportsystems for entiréSFAs. These systems will allow the RWBJV to understand
how programs can be prioritized and deliveired way thamaximizes habitat benefits for

multiple priority species.

Conservation Delivery

There are numerous methods of delivering conservatidhe land. Eachdepend®onthe
willingness and coopation of the various partner8ecause each project is unique, partnership
agreements among agencies and organizations are highly flexibleasittpartner contributing
different resources at varying levels, according to the particular project or program
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Funding for wetland restoration and protection comes from a variety of soUitceslebraska
Environmental Trust anthe North American Wetinds Conservation Act are prominent
financial contributors Ducks Unlimited (Nebraska) works closely with tR&/BJV to find
outside funding.

TheFi sh and Wi IPartharsffoe FisB and Wildlfpeograsn Nebraska Game and

Parks Commission, NatairResources Conservation SeryiEarm Service Agency, Pheasants

Forever andDucks Unlimited haven-the-ground conservatioprograms With the exception

of WRP and DUG6s r ev o lpwogramgresharttednscoopemative i at i ve, m
agreements wht private landowners to effect wetland conservation.

The RWBJV categorizes conservation programs into gsoups: shorterm and longerm
Short-term programs are typically carried out under ayearagreement.They are designed to
complement existing environmental and seet@nomic conditionsTheyoften provide

financial incentiveso encourage specific conservation practicesh as wetland restoration,
remo\al of concentration pitgotational grazing, peeribed fireand vegetation management.
Some of these agreements augment Farm Bilinaras Individual agreements can be tailored to
the specific wishes of the landowner.

Long-term programs (30 years or mousuallyinvolve thepurchasef a conservatin easement.
Easement acquisitions anadertakerby variousRWBJV partners While the acquiring partner
takes the lead in such a projetie RWBJV mayhelp the purchaseo identify potential
properties, assist with funding, and pfature managementeeds All acquisitions are strictly
on a volunmary-seller basis.

In the process of pursuing loitgrm wetland protection, confliccommonly arisdetweenthe
requirements of aonservation programnd the economic imperatives of agricultu@ne such
conflict arises irmaking the transition from floedrone cropland to pasturelan@/orking with

its partnersthe RWBJV develogdthe Working Landscapes Initiativerhich helps landowners
make tls transition The initiative restores the wetland, reseeds native grasses, and ptbeides
fencing and livestock waterirgpurce that are necesséoy grazing. The easemerlaced on

the propertyallows grazing but precludes future farming, developnmamnetland dainage. In
some aregshe progranresults in a reduction in totafigation acresthushelpingthe local

Natural ResourceDistricts come intpor remainn, compliance with interstate water compacts.

Two otherexamplesof bringing agriculture and wethd conservation togethigvolve

modifications of the WetlareReserve Prograéhmodifications thaboth originaédin the
Rainwater Basin.The Reserved Grazing Righaption (Natural Resources Conservation Service
2012a)allows the sellr of aneasementatretain grazing rightsThelandowner retais all
incomefrom livestock production.Grazing has proven to be an important management practice
for migratorybird habitat. The secon@xample isa newpilot program which allows landowners

to retain the ght to traverse irrigation pivots across wetlaadsolled inthe WRP (NRCS

2012b) Previously many wetlands located within irrigated cropland wouldhetequalified

for a conservation easement.

Monitoring, Inventory, and Research

Critical to the SHGramework are theetstingof key uncertainties anithe measuringof
responsg tomanagement actiond’ he most common monitoring is the casual observation that
is done subjectivelyAlthough there is some value to timethod theRWBJV will continue to
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increase its efforts in conducting structured reseamglntory, andnonitoringactivities to
scientificallyaddress key uncertainties and evaluate the assumptions identified in the planning
process.

The RWBJV works closely withthe U.S. Geological Suey, Landscape Conservation
Cooperativesanduniversities from various states to conddicected research projects to
investigate key uncertaintie®rojects often focus ospecificquestions that can laeldresseds
part of a threeto five-year reseatt project, often measurirgauseeffect relationships as they
pertain to wetlan@nd grasslantabitat or species response to habitat conditions. Habitat
inventory projects have often beeonductedy theRWBJV GIS office and focus omomparing
historicand contemporary habitat conditionsong-term monitoring projecteave been
collaborative efforts that often leveraB8V/BJV partner resources. Previous ldagn
monitoring projects have been designed to understand the temporal variation of available
wetland habitat oto quantfy the duration of impastresulting fromdifferent wetland
management practices.

Each of the RWBJV bird plans contaia chapter outlining key uncertainties and assumptions
that should be tested to improve the biological foundation of the plain the pastthe

RWBJV will prioritize fundingthatsuppors researchinventory, and monitoringp directly test
assumptionsn whichthe plansare basedyr assumptionsised in directing management
decisions.

Lan dbirds

The RWBJV Landbird Plan focuses on providing sufficient habitat for priority landbirds during
the breeding phase of thannual lifecycle. The HABS databasvas the primary planning tool
used to estimate currelaindscapearrying capacity antb establisthabitat objectives. There

are two key uncertainties associated with the RWBJ\Wha&d Plan(RWBJV 201%). The first
centers orthe density estimatesers to populate the HABS database, whilesbeondnvolves

how to integrate a spatially pikcit component into the HABSadabase By addressing these
guestionsuncertaintyin the Landbird Plamvill be significantlyreduced.

Landbird Density Estimates by Habitat Association and Condition- The HABS database is a
deterministic model that estimates current carrying capacity based habitat acres and density
estimates reported in peer reviewed literature. For some spibeies/ailable information is
insufficient to accurately describe landscape carrying capatitg RWBJV hasnade it a

priority to work with the PLJV and local pasrs to integrate uncertaintytanthepopulation
estimates generated by the HABS datab&evey protocols will be devabped which can more
accuratelyproducethe density by habitat fapecies with highly variable estimates.

Integration of Spatially Explicit Species Distribution Modelsi The deterministic nature of
the HABS database has the potential to overestimatatftandscape carrying capacity. This
is a result of applying the same density estimate to every acre of the same habitat type.
Integration of Species Distributianodels will allow the speciespecific HABS landscape
carryingcapacityestimates to imrporatethe potential for an acre of habitat to be occupied by
an individual species. The RWBJV and PLJV partnerships will actively work to develop a
spatially explicit HABS framework.
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Shorebirds

Severalassumptions built into the lBoergetis modelfor nonbreeding shorebirds willeed to

be tested. The estimation of natural food product®blfillion kcals) relies on key assumptions

and uncertainties. The assumptions need to be tested and the uncertainties need to be removed
and/or reduced. TH®urmost prominentincertainties are estimatessbiorebird use

invertebrate availability, forage efficiep and local and landscape factors influencing habitat
selection.

The RWBJV Shorebird Plan focuses on providing sufficient habitat to supp@&#tineillion
nonbreeding shorebirds and 411,0@@edingshorebirds that are expected to rely on the
RWBJV Administrative areawhenUSSCP population objectiveare achieved

Shorebird-use estimate$ At thefoundation of th(RWBJV bicenergetis modelareshorebird
useestimates derived from directed research progtsell agnonitoring efforts. To better
understand the variation in use by Ameeding shorebirds, the RWBJV will need to build upon
previous monitoring effortsAdditional surveyefforts will need to béemporally and spatially
balanced tanform the partnership about the variation and distribution of shorebirds using the
RWBJV Administrative Area.Datathuscollected will help refine the planning estimates and
provide insight into he different weather patterns and associated habitat conditions influence
shorebird use.

Development ofSpatially Explicit Species Distribution Modelsi Data colledbn to refineour
understanding ashorebird use should lmenductedn a spatially balared framework.Data
collected in this manner can be analyzed to understandxtagositionof habitat features that
influence habitat selection. The models and information provided by this analysis will allow
RWBJV stakeholders to understand the infleeenf local and landscape habitat features (e.g.,
wetlandsize,wetland density, wetland type, influence of disturbaieetures) on habitat

selection. Such information will help the RWBJV develop tools to guide conservation delivery
to those landscapesat have the greatest potential to positively influence priority shorebirds.

Invertebrate Foraging Resources Researchvill beneecdto better estimate shorebird
foragingefficiencyand invertebrate abundance in wetlaadder different ownership and
management regimes. This will requeealuation ofnvertebrate abundance and density by
habitat type. Foraging efficiency, by shorebird species and foraging guild, needs to be refined.
These redts will help to refine the bienergetics model and landscape carrying capacity
estimates.

Distribution and abundana# breeding shorebirdscross the RWBJV Administrative Area,
especially in the Sandhills, have been documented; however, our understanding of local
landscape featurebatinfluencehabitat selection by shorebirds needs to be refiidas will
require the RWBJV to initiate statistically valid, spatially balanced surveys.

In the Sandhillsgainingaccess to grasslands and wetlands will be challenging, due to ttesllimi
number of roads and over 97% private ownership. Mulypker sampling will be required, to
account for temporal variabilityResearch and monitoring should determine the trends of
breeding shorebirds in the Sandhills. If negative trends are dtdote research should be
implemented to determine the proximal cause of the declines. Research may also be needed to
guide management actions that increase shorebird recruitment in the Sandhills.
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Because livestock grazing is the primary land useerSandhills, a greater understanding of
different grazing systems and their effects on shorebird recruitment and beef production is
needed. By understanding how various grazing systems impact the profit margin of beef
production, conservation programs dandeveloped to encourage grazing systems that benefit
shorebirds as well as the ranching community.

Local and Landscape Factors Influencing Breeding Shorebird Habitat Selectioh To
understand the local and landscépes| factors that influence habitsglection bybreeding
shorebirdsthe RWBJVwill needto initiate surveys. If designed similar to fleeir-squaremile
surveysconductedn the Prairie Pothole Regid@owardin et al. 1995) loc&vetland typeand
landscape levdlwetland density at diffrent spatial scalefctorscould be describedAccess to
wetlands will be difficult due to the limited number of roads ahe factthat over 9% of
wetlands are in private ownership. Multiglear sampling will be needed to account for
temporal vambility.

Waterbirds

TheWhooping Crane an8andhill Crane are th&o primarynon-breeding waterbirdpecies
addressed in the RWBJV Waterbird Plarhe RWBJV assumed that if the conservation targets
and strategies outlined in the RWBJV Waterfowl Pdae metthere wil also be sufficient

habitat for Whooping Cranes. Continued monitoring will be necessary to test this assumption.

To guide conservation delivery f&@andhill Craneghe RWBJV used a bioenergetics modeling
approach.Thebioenergeticenodels suggest the Central Platte River will need to provide 9.2
billion kcals of foraging resourcekerivedfrom waste grain, while weheadows will need to
provide an estimated 463 million kcals. Along the North Platte Rareestimated 1.1 billion
kcals will need to be available from waste grauhile 54 million kcals will need to be available
in wetmeadow habitats. There are sevasgumptions built into the Baergetis model that
need to be tested. In additidacal and landscaplevel habiatassessmentreneecdto help
understand roost and forage site selection by Sandhill Cranes.

Invertebrate Foraging Resources Research wilbe neecdto better estimat8andhill Crane
foraging efficiency and invertebrate abundance inmeadowsunder different ownership and
management regimes. This will requaealuation ofnvertebrate abundance and density by
habitat type. Foraging efficiency I8andhill Craneseeds to be refined. These féswill help
to refine the bienergetics model arldndscape carrying capacity estimates.

Development of Spatially Explicit Species Distribution Model$ Data colledbn to refine
Sandhill Crane use should benductedn a spatially balanced frameworkata collected in
this manner can be analyzed to understanguttiapositionof habitat features that influence
habitat selection. The models and information provided by this analysis will allow RWBJV
stakeholders to understand the influence of localamdiscape habitat features (e.g. channel
width, proximity to wetmeadow influence of disturbandeatures) on habitat selection. Such
information will help the RWBJV develop tools to guide conservation delivery to those
landscapes that have the greapegéential to provide higlguality roosting and foraging habitat
for Sandhill Cranes.

Whooping Crane Use of Playa Wetland System The RWBJV has made an assumption that
if the playa wetlandhabitat objectives outlined in the RWBJV Waterfow! Plan areeseld
there willalsobe sufficient habitat in the right spatial juxtaposition to support migrating
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Whooping Cranes. This assumption needs to be tested as part oftartoeffort to monitor
Whooping Crane use of playa wetlands.

Thedistribution and Bundanceof breeding waterbirdacross the RWBJV Administrative Area,
especially in the Sandhills, have been documented; however, our understanding of local
landscape features that influence habitat selectidhdse specieseeds to be refined. This will
require the RWBJV to initiate statistically valid, spatially balanced surveys. In the Sandhills,
gainingaccess to grasslands and wetlands will be challenging, due to the limited number of roads
and over 97% private ownership. Multiplear sampling wilbe required, to account for

temporal variability.

Research and monitoring shouldelenine the trends of breeding waterbimlshe Sandhills. If
negative trends are detected, then research should be implemented to determine the proximal
cause of theleclines. Research may also be needed to guidagaement actions that increase
waterbirdrecruitment in the Sandhills.

Because livestock grazing is the primary land use in the Sandhills, a greater understanding of
different grazing systems and theifesgts onwaterbirdrecruitment and beef production is

needed. By understanding how various grazing systems impact the profit margin of beef
production, conservation programs can be developed to encourage grazing systems that benefit
waterbirdsas well aghe ranching community.

Local and Landscape Factors Influencing BreedingVaterbird Habitat Selection- To
understand the local and landscégeel factors that influence habitat selection by breeding
waterbirdsthe RWBJVWwill needto initiate surveys. lflesigned similar to thimur-squaremile
surveysconductedn the Prairie Pothole Regid@owardin et al. 1995) local (wetland type) and
landscape level (wetland density at different spatial scieg)rscould be describedMultiple-
year sampling will be needed to account for temporal variability.

Waterfow!

Severalassumptions built into the Boergetis modelfor nonbreeding waterfowl wilheedto

be tested.The estimation of natural food production (4.4 billion kcals) reliekeynassumptions

and uncertainties. The assumptions need to be tested and the uncertainties need to be removed
andbr reduced The three most prominerstsuesare bird population estimates, wetland seed
production, andheimpact of vegetation management

Migratory Bird Populations - Theamount of natural forage required within the Rainwater

Basin depends on the number of waterfowl and their length of stay during spring migratien (bird
use days) The vasinumbers ofvaterfowl, their mobility, and theiristribution across the area

make it nearly impossible to obtain an accurate estimate RW®JV has made it a priority to
develop a survey protocol to acquire accurate and comprehensive data.

Seed Production in Different Vegetation Communities Currentestimates of wetland forage
(energetic) productioarebased on preliminary research in thé/B and on research conducted
in other regions These numbers need to be tested and refined.

Impact of Vegetation Management Techniques Eachyear management conductecn

wetlands based omssumptios as to the effectivenesstbk applied practice. It is not certain
however jf the effectiveness of a particular practice is due to currentconditons i f past
treatmentdaveset the stage for trmirrent management to be successfuis especially
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important to better understand livestock grazing applicati&fiective grazing depends greatly
on timing, intensity, and duratiorEachof these variablesn turn,needs to be adjusted with
changs in climate and water condition&n improved understanding die¢ effecs of grazing
intensity isa priority for future research and monitoring.

The use of a decision matrix wpkermit the evaluation afata showing vegetative response to
various managment practicesThe matrix or model would provide guidara®towhich
treatment would be the most effectiveachieving the desired plant community.

Distribution and abundana# breeding waterfowhcross th&WBJV Administrative Area,
especially inthe Sandhills arenot well understood. The three highpsbrity uncertainties
regarding breeding waterfowl arenderstanchg habitat features that influentee settling
patterns of dabbling ducks, economically viable grazing practices that@oemngduck and
cattle production, anlndscapearrying capacityor Trumpeter Swans.

Local and Landscape Factors Influencing Dabbling Duck Settling PatternsTo understand
the local and landscagevel factors that influence habitat selection by breediagerfowl,the
RWBJV will needto initiate surveys. If designed similar to loeir-squaremile surveys
conductedn the Prairie Pothole Regi¢@€owardin et al. 1995) local (wetland type) and
landscape level (wetland density at different spatial sceg)rscould be describedMultiple-
year sampling will be needed to account for temporal variability.

Economically Viable Waterfowl and Cattle Production Strategies Research and monitoring

are needed to gainsightsinto thehabitatfactorsor managment actions thatnproveduck

nesting success and recruitment in the Sandhills. Although duck nesting densities are not as high
in the Sandhillas in the Prairie Pothole Region, the amount of grassland currently present in the
Sandhills would appear tze conducive to high nesting success (Stephens et al. 2005).

However, nesting success appdarbelow (Glup 1987, Walker et al. 20Q8jnprovednesting

success would likely increaseickrecruitment from the Sandbhills region.

Because livestock graains the primary land use in the Sandhillsjraprovedunderstandings
neededf how different grazing systems maiyect duckrecruitment as well as beef production.
This knowledgecould lead to conservation prograthatencourage grazing systems thanefit
both thewaterfowl and the ranching community.

Landscape Carrying Capacity for Trumpeter Swans- The carrying capacity and/or possible
limiting factors for TrumpeteBwans in the Sandhills are unknown. The initial population target
of 500 individuals needs to be-egaluatedsince the population has exceeded that level and
continues to increase at a rate of 4.2% each(g&@aneau and Vrtiska 2010).
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Appendix A

Common and Scientific Nomenclature for Species Described in the RWBJV
Implementation Plan

Birds

Common Name Scientific Name
Baird's Sandpiper Calidris bairdii
Blue-winged Teal Anas discors
Field Sparrow Spizella pusilla
GreaterPrairieChicken Tympanuchus cupido
Interior Least Tern Sternula antillarumathalassos
Lesser Yellowlegs Tringa flavipes
Long-billed Curlew Numenius americanus
Mallard Anas platyrhynchos
Northern Pintail Anas acuta
Piping Plover Charadrius melodus
Sandhill Crane Grus canadensis
Semipalmated Sandpiper Calidris pusilla
Sharptailed Grouse Tympanuchus phasianellus
Spotted Sandpiper Actitis macularius
Trumpeter Swan Cygnus buccinator
Whooping Crane Grus americana
Willet Tringa semipalmat
Wilson's Phalarope Phalaropus tricolor
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Plants

Common Name

Scientific Name

Alfalfa

Medicagosativa

Common reed grag®hragmites

Phragmites australis

Corn

Zea mays

Eastern red cedar

Juniperus virginiana

Hybrid broadleaf cattail

Typha latifolia

Hybrid narrowleatattail

Typha angustifolia

Kentuckybluegrass Poa pratensis

Leafy spurge Euphorbia esula
Milo Sorghum bicolor
Musk thistle Carduus nutans

Purple loosestrife

Lythrum salicaria

Reed canary grass

Phalaris arundinacea

River bulrush

Schoenoplectuiguviatilis

Russian olive

Elaeagnus angustifolia

Smooth brome

Bromus inermis

Soybean

Glycinemax

Wheat

Triticum aestivum
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