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ADAPTIVE MANAGEMENT CONSULTANCY REQUEST FORM


Section 1. Contacts
	1. Date submitted
April 11, 2007
	2. Region:  5
	3. Regional Biologist: Hal
Laskowski

	4.  Refuge Supervisor

Steve Funderburk

	5. Refuge Name: Blackwater NWR (Chesapeake Marshlands NWR Complex)
	6. Refuge Project Leader: Acting Project Leader, Larry McGowan

	7. Contact person at refuge (person coordinating the consult)

Dixie Birch

	8.  Phone number for contact person at refuge: 
410-228-2692, ext. 118
	


Section 2. Problem Description
	9. Brief description of problem or issue. Prescribed fire has been used to manage wetland habitats at Blackwater Refuge for over 60 years.  However, the effects of fire on plant communities, wildlife species, and wetland loss has not been well studied.  The Refuge has lost over 8,000 acres of wetlands since the 1930s and some scientists believe fire may contribute to wetland loss.  Each year, decisions must be made about fire frequency and burn rotations.  Weather and other climatic factors are examples of environmental uncertainty that contribute to the challenges of accurately determining the effects of fire on plants, animals, and habitats within the Refuge.  We need assistance from an adaptive management program to make future management decisions regarding the use of prescribed fire as a habitat management tool.


	10. Explain how your refuge or the Region would benefit from an adaptive management consultation on this topic.  (Adaptive management is best applied in situations where a management decision or action is made repeatedly and monitoring can be employed to evaluate the success of past decisions or actions.)
Blackwater NWR, Region 5, and other Regions and refuges that use prescribed fire as a management tool would greatly benefit from a strong adaptive management study of this topic.  In addition, refuges that are facing problems associated with sea level rise and wetland loss would also benefit.  Blackwater NWR has several on-going research projects with USGS and universities that would compliment and enhance the adaptive management program.  The on-going studies will provide additional information that could be readily compiled into an adaptive management approach to answer these complex questions.   There will be many opportunities for collaboration among our research partners as we employ adaptive management to direct our future activities.  Results from the adaptive management study could be presented at our annual science meeting where approximately 150 scientists participate in a variety of related research topics.


	11.  Refuge management objectives relevant to the problem or issue. (State the management objective(s) in quantifiable terms. Describe how progress toward the objective(s) could be measured.)
1. Is annual burning of wetlands beneficial, detrimental, or does it have no effect on plants, animals, and wetland loss?  By using adaptive management to study prescribed burning, we would be better able to answer this critical management question.  Progress toward this objective would be measured by quantifying plant response, wildlife species response, and wetland loss within the context of annual burns or other fire rotations including 3-5 year, 7-10 year, and no burn areas.  We have various datasets from 1998 to present that have been collected to try and answer this question, but we believe working with USGS in an adaptive management approach would greatly assist us in addressing these issues.  The adaptive management approach will provide a more detailed and quantifiable framework to answer these challenging questions.  Also, a subset of this question could be addressed by adaptive management.  For example, what is the effect of fire on secretive marsh birds?
2. Does prescribed fire accelerate the loss of wetlands and is wetland loss at Blackwater in some way attributable to the use of prescribed fire?  Researchers have asked what happens to the carbon, nitrogen, and other elements when the marsh is burned and how does this affect the ecosystem?  We do not have answers to these questions and we believe an adaptive management program would provide the much-needed framework to scientifically answer these questions.
3. If burning is used, are there differences in burning the marsh in December instead of March?  Do the seasonal differences in burning have different effects on plants and animals?  Adaptive management could help us effectively answer these questions.


	12.  What is the recurring management decision to be made, and how often is it made? Are there alternative decisions or actions? The decision that must be made each year is whether to use prescribed fire to manage habitats and, if so, how many acres of the marsh to burn and at what fire frequency: annual, 3-5, 7-10, or not to burn.  Burning occurs from December through March each year and is largely weather dependent due to wind, precipitation, and humidity,  Quite often, requests are made to extend the length of the burn season from March 15 until later in the year because of delays in burning due to inappropriate conditions.  Alternative decisions or actions may include using chemicals to treat invasive species such as phragmites or conducting burns at different times of the year or not burning certain areas.


	13.  Identify management uncertainties associated with the decisions.  Describe how selection of an action to achieve management objective(s) is hampered by scientific uncertainty, professional disagreement, or stakeholder controversy about the outcome.  
Weather, climatic factors, and a lack of resources have hampered our ability to determine if fire is beneficial or detrimental to plants and animals.  Several studies are currently underway to hopefully help answer these questions including a global climate change study by USGS, an elevation (SET) study by USGS and the National Aquarium, a carbon sequestration study by the Uni. of MD, and other related projects.  There is professional disagreement about the effects of prescribed fire: some managers believe fire is beneficial and promotes strong vegetative response while some researchers believe fire is detrimental to the ecosystem and point out that there are no plants or animals that have adaptations for a fire dependent ecosystem.  We have held 2 fire conferences with many prominent scientists and we believe additional research is needed to address this complex issue.

	14. Describe how monitoring results will be used to inform refuge management decisions.

Information from the adaptive management program will be used to determine how many acres, if any, should be burned using prescribed fire.  The information will be used to determine the frequency of fire rotations, i.e. should areas be burned annually or every 5 years or every 10 years.  This information will also be shared with our research partners and will be useful in our efforts to restore wetlands at Blackwater NWR.  Some researchers believe that restoring wetlands at Blackwater may not be a wise investment of resources if prescribed fire continues to be used each year.  The results from an adaptive management project would provide more accurate information to guide future decisions regarding the use of prescribed fire as an effective management tool.


	15. Describe the importance of addressing this issue relative to other refuge activities.
This is the highest priority project for our refuge.  In May 2007, refuge staff will undertake a study to determine the effects of fire on secretive marsh birds (copy of proposal attached).  Blackwater NWR receives significant resources to conduct the prescribed fire program and we need accurate information on the effects of this management tool on our natural resources. In addition, information is critically needed as we move forward to restore wetlands using clean dredged material for wetland restoration.  Accurate information about the effects of prescribed fire is our highest and most important management issue at Blackwater NWR.



	16. Describe capacity of refuge staff to implement AM (available resources).

Blackwater NWR has a strong biological program with a senior biologist, Dr. Dixie Birch; a GIS biologist and data manager, Roger Stone; a prescribed fire biologist, Sean Flint; and an invasive species biologist, Rachel Cliche.  We also have a contractual biologist, Mike Mackinnon, and hope to hire seasonal interns to assist with prescribed fire research.  The biological program would work diligently to implement the adaptive management program.  In addition, Blackwater NWR is in the process of recruiting a new project leader who may bring a slightly different management perspective to the use of prescribed fire than the previous managers.  Furthermore, the Complex has strong scientific partnerships with many USGS and university scientists who will provide additional scientific capabilities to study and implement adaptive management at Blackwater NWR.


	17. Is there opportunity to partner with other refuges, states, or other organizations to address this management issue?  List potential partners.  Prescribed fire is used at other refuges in Region 5 including Prime Hook, Eastern Neck, and many others.  Information from Blackwater will have application to other refuges and also to other states such as Delaware, Virginia, and other states in the Eastern U.S.  Potential partners include the MD Dept. of Natural Resources, U.S. Geological Survey, University of MD (College Park, Chesapeake Biological Lab, Horn Point, and Uni of MD Eastern Shore), NOAA, Dorcester County, City of Cambridge, Maryland Dept of the Environment, National Aquarium, MD Fisheries Resource Office, Tudor Farms, Army Corps of Engineers, Ducks Unlimited, Nature Conservancy, and numerous other private non-profit organizations.


	18. List any persons (and their contact information) with expertise that would be useful to include on the consulting team.  Don Cahoon, USGS; Glenn Guntenspergen, USGS; David Nemerson, National Aquarium, Gary Setzer, MD Dept of Environment; Dave Goshorn, MD Dept of Natural Resources, Ed Soutiere, Tudor Farms; Joey Love, Uni of MD Eastern Shore, Court Stevenson, Horn Point; Brian Needelman, Uni of MD, Allison Allen, NOAA, Steve Kopecky, Army Corps, John Gill, FWS (phone numbers and email will be provided if this project is selected).



Section 3. Problem Analysis
	Regional Comments (Coordinated by Regional Refuge Biologist)

	Date:  
	Yes
	No
	Comments 

	Appropriate for AM?

	 FORMCHECKBOX 

	 FORMCHECKBOX 

	

	High importance to the refuge? 

	 FORMCHECKBOX 

	 FORMCHECKBOX 

	

	High importance to the Region?

	 FORMCHECKBOX 

	 FORMCHECKBOX 

	

	Station has resources to follow through with action? 

	 FORMCHECKBOX 

	 FORMCHECKBOX 

	

	Opportunity for learning?

	 FORMCHECKBOX 

	 FORMCHECKBOX 

	

	Opportunity for capacity-building within the Region or Service?
	 FORMCHECKBOX 

	 FORMCHECKBOX 

	

	Action taken

Date: 
	
	
	


INSTRUCTIONS TO REFUGES: 

Adaptive management is a systematic approach for improving resource management by learning from management outcomes.  Although most resource managers and biologists embrace the concept of adaptive management, many find implementation challenging.  We propose to promote implementation of adaptive management within the National Wildlife Refuge System (NWRS) through case studies.  We are seeking examples of management decisions that refuge, wetland management district, and private lands biologists make repeatedly and where evaluation of management actions will help guide future decision-making.  Consultation requests should focus on issues that are important to the refuge and have been challenging to address.   Please consult the Adaptive Management Consultancy Fact Sheet for more details on the process.  You may wish to discuss your proposal with your Regional Refuge Biologist and/or review the DOI Adaptive Management Guidebook.  Consultation requests should use this form and be brief.  Section 2 should not exceed four pages in length.  
DATES FOR SUBMITTING REQUESTS TO BIOLOGICAL MONITORING TEAM:
15 April 2007

BIOLOGICAL MONITORING TEAM CONTACTS:

Hal Laskowski

National Wildlife Refuge System

Prime Hook National Wildlife Refuge

11978 Turkle Pond Road

Milton, DE  19968

Phone: 302-684-4028

Fax: 302-684-8504

E-mail: Harold_Laskowski@fws.gov 

Melinda Knutson

Biological Monitoring Team

U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service

Upper Midwest Environmental Sciences Center

2630 Fanta Reed Rd.

La Crosse, WI  54603

PH 608-781-6339

FAX 608-783-6066

melinda_knutson@fws.gov
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Figure 1.  Diagram of the adaptive management process
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