Western Grebe Conservation on the Breeding Grounds of North Dakota

Project/Program Summary

In March 2019, a final report assessing bird mortality from a 1999 oil spill of unknown origins
along the Oregon/Washington coast was prepared by the US Fish and Wildlife Service
(USFWS). The report estimated between 3,049 to 3,385 birds were lost as result of this event.
Western grebe was identified as the most abundant diving species affected by the spill. This
proposal is being submitted as part of USFWS response to offset the loss of Western grebes as
result of the spill and maintain secure breeding habitat for this species. Wetland and grassland
conservation actions funded by this proposal will directly protect and/or restore Western grebe
breeding habitat in the North Dakota Prairie Pothole Region (PPR), a vital breeding region for
the species. Multiple protection and management actions will be implemented via programs
administered by the United States Fish and Wildlife Service Realty and conservation actions will
be targeted using spatial planning tools developed by the USFWS Habitat and Population
Evaluation Team (HAPET).

Background

Other than localized populations in the intermountain West, many of which are already
protected, the PPR of North Dakota is the primary breeding area for Western grebe in North
America (Figure 1). High Western grebe numbers in this landscape, which is predominantly
privately owned and experiencing high rates of grassland and wetland loss (Doherty et al. 2013),
make the PPR a logical choice for conserving Western grebes to offset mortality from the spill.
The USFWS’s ability to deliver Western grebe conservation efficiently and successfully is
enhanced by an existing framework for conservation of waterfowl in the region. The USFWS
has worked with private landowners to acquire voluntary easements in the U.S. portion of the
PPR for more than 50 years and currently administers >31,000 individual easements representing
2.6 million acres of perpetually protected grasslands and wetlands. All USFWS conservation
easements in the PPR are administered by Wetland Management District offices as part of the
USFWS National Wildlife Refuge System. To help guide a collective conservation effort, the
USFWS HAPET office has developed a suite of spatially explicit decision support tools to
strategically target these efforts to achieve the highest conservation outcomes, especially for
breeding ducks. More recently, HAPET has developed a suite of decision-support tools for
targeting conservation action for other species and will employ similar tools for Western grebe if

the proposal is approved for funding. We will use HAPET decision-support tools to identify



priority wetland tracts and adjacent grassland habitat to implement conservation actions to
benefit Western grebe breeding pairs. With the exception of a term employee to survey wetlands
to target conservation actions, the USFWS currently has all of the personnel in place necessary to
implement this initiative through ongoing programs. All wetland and grassland easements will

be perpetually protected under auspices of the National Wildlife Refuge System.

Objectives and Proposed Actions
Targeting locations for conservation and estimating acreages required for meeting mitigation
goals are complicated by high geographic, inter-annual, and seasonal variability in water
conditions, which influence grebe numbers and reproductive success (Figure 2; Short 1984,
Niemuth et al. 2010, La Porte et al. 2014). In addition, Western grebes typically breed only on
large hemimarshes with an adequate forage base and potential nesting sites (Short 1984). During
1965, 1968, and 1969, Kantrud and Stewart (1984) surveyed 1,321 wetlands in North Dakota and
found just 20 pairs of Western grebes, with most birds on lakes, or permanent wetlands, which
are generally protected. On wetlands where Western grebes were observed, densities were
0.0008 pairs per acre on semipermanent wetlands, which are less frequently protected; area of
wetlands harboring western grebes was not reported. During summers of 1995, 1996, and 1997,
Igl et al. (2017) found 18 pairs of Western grebes on 1,190 surveyed wetlands; wetlands
harboring Western grebes had a mean size of 94 acres with a density of 0.0148 pairs per acre.
Given low occurrence and densities of Western grebes on PPR wetlands, targeting tools
will be necessary to effectively and efficiently implement conservation for mitigation of Western
grebe mortality. We will use field observations along with data obtained from the North
American Breeding Bird Survey (BBS, Sauer et al. 2020), eBird (1997-2019, Sullivan et al.
2009), and a statewide inventory of colonial nesting waterbirds (Drilling 2015) to identify areas
where Western grebes have been observed (Figures 3 and 4). Spatial data maintained by the
HAPET office will be used to identify wetlands that are not already covered by conservation
easements, and a technician will visit wetlands to assess current water conditions, vegetation
structure, and use by Western grebes. Landowners with unprotected wetlands and/or adjoining
uplands that are suitable for Western grebes will be contacted to discuss the possibility of
easements. All conservation actions will be implemented on a voluntary basis with participating

landowners as part of ongoing USFWS conservation programs in North Dakota.



Proposed conservation actions to be implemented will include:

Perpetual protection via easements of large hemimarshes and associated wetland
complexes with current or historic use by breeding Western grebes. Protection will
prevent loss of preferred wetlands for nesting and brood-rearing habitat (Short 1984,
Kantrud and Stewart 1984, Igl et al. 2017). Using densities from Igl et al. (2017), which
more closely represent current water conditions and Western grebe population sizes than
densities from Kantrud and Stewart (1984), we estimate that a minimum of 2,297 acres of
wetlands will be needed to provide habitat for 34 breeding pairs. Using densities from
Kantrud and Steward (1984), when Western grebe populations were considerably lower
(Figure 2) would increase costs of the project by a factor of 18.

Perpetual protection via easements of grasslands adjacent to large hemimarshes and
associated wetland complexes with current or historic use by breeding Western grebes.
Protection of grasslands will help stabilize wetland water levels during breeding season
by increasing infiltration and reducing runoff (van der Kamp et al. 2003, Voldseth et al.
2007, Renton et al. 2015), reducing potential for flooding of nests, which is a primary
cause of nest loss (Short 1984, La Porte et al. 2014). Therefore, we propose perpetual
protection for 1,150 grassland acres adjacent to large hemimarshes. Many studies of
effects of uplands on wetland hydrology assume a fixed-distance buffer around wetlands;
although useful for scientific estimation, such buffers are impractical with varying terrain
and patterns of land use and land ownership. Consequently, we have adopted a 2:1
wetland:upland ratio, which will enable implementation of grassland conservation around
wetlands while working within constraints of the Public Land Survey System at scales
that are consistent with land use patterns documented to influence wetland hydrology

(van der Kampet al. 2003, Voldseth et al. 2007, Renton et al. 2015).

Monitoring & Evaluation

HAPET will evaluate the success of the project based on the following elements:

Protection of 34 Western grebe nests through the establishment of perpetual conservation
easements.

North Dakota FWS staff meet primary conservation delivery goals of 2,297 perpetually
protected wetland acres and 1,150 perpetually protected grassland acres.

All acquired acreage is in priority geographies for Western grebe identified by the
HAPET decision-support tools.



Implementation Timeframe

To maximize our ability to deliver conservation projects with the highest value to Western grebe,
we propose a ten-year implementation timeframe:

2024: Begin to identify priority tracts by documenting Western grebe use and implement initial
contacts for easement acquisition.

2025-2028: Continue to identify priority tracts, acquire easements.

2029-2034: Short-term walk-in monitoring for seasonal periods to ensure nesting success on
acquired easements.

2034: Prepare final report documenting acquisitions and bird response.

Proposed Budget Narrative

The budget is based on long-term average costs for conservation easement acquisition in the
North Dakota PPR. During the period 2012-2016, the USFWS worked with private landowners
to acquire 241,225 acres of wetland and grassland conservation easements in the US PPR. The
easement program continues to be popular, as private landowners waiting to have their properties
evaluated for easement offers in North Dakota represent more than 100,000 grassland and
wetland acres. During the period 2024-2028, we propose to deliver 2,297 acres of perpetual
wetland and 1,150 acres of perpetual grassland easements. In addition to evaluating sites, a
technician will do 5 years of post-acquisition monitoring through walk-in site visits to look for
signs of breeding (i.e., nests, downy young). In implementing this project, 100% of the
restoration funds will go directly to “on-the-ground” conservation efforts for Western grebes. All
other actions necessary to deliver this project will be conducted by the USFWS through the

existing suite of ongoing conservation programs in North Dakota.

Budget

Perpetual wetland easements (2,297 acres @ $879 per acre®) = $2,019,063
Perpetual grassland easements (1,150 ac. @ $700 per acre®) = $805,000
1.5 years GS-7 term position for site evaluation = $246,818
5-year half time GS-7 position for seasonal walk-in monitoring = $411,363
Flight time = $27,200
Total = $3,509,443

ncludes 8.6% for land value appreciation (NDSU 2022)



Implementation background

The USFWS has a demonstrated record of success of delivering landscape-scale conservation in
the PPR. The USFWS successfully delivered on NRDA-directed actions for ruddy ducks
impacted by a fuel oil spill in Chesapeake Bay and is currently delivering on a second NRDA
action to benefit black terns affected by the Deepwater Horizon oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico.
The following USFWS programs will each contribute a unique set of skills and abilities to help

assure successful implementation of this western grebe conservation effort.

e HAPET: inform tract selection with decision support-tools for Western grebe
conservation; monitor and assess outcomes.

e North Dakota Wetland Management District offices: assist with tract selection,
landowner contacts, and monitoring of easement compliance.

e North Dakota Realty office: administration and delivery of new easement offers to
landowners.

e Private landowners: A yet-to-be determined number of landowners will partner with the
USFWS participating in the various conservation programs delivered via the Western

grebe conservation initiative,

Environmental Compliance

All applicable permits and environmental assurances will be addressed by the USFWS pursuant
to existing policies related to conservation easement acquisition by the National Wildlife Refuge
System and habitat enhancement work completed by the PFW program. The USFWS has been
working with private landowners to acquire voluntary conservation easements in the U.S. portion
of the PPR for more than 50 years, and currently administers approximately 2.6 million acres of
wetland and grassland conservation easements in the region. In addition, over the past 30 years,
the USFWS PFW program has partnered with more than 10,000 landowners in the PPR to
complete habitat restoration and enhancement projects. All forms of grassland and wetland
work completed through this proposal will follow existing environmental compliance protocols

currently in use by these two long-established USFWS programs in the PPR.
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Figure 1. Density and distribution data from the North American Breeding Bird Survey indicate
that the Prairie Pothole Region (PPR) is the major breeding region for Western Grebe in North
America.
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Figure 2. The Western grebe population index from the North American Breeding Bird Survey
(dashed black line) 1967-2019 showed a substantial increase following increased pond numbers
in the Prairie Pothole Region of North Dakota (blue line) starting in the mid-1990s. Colored
vertical bars indicate time of data collection for Western grebe density estimates from Kantrud
and Stewart (1984, red) and Igl et al. (2017, gray).
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Figure 3. Western grebe observations from Breeding Bird Survey data (1966 -2019) and eBird
data (1997-2021).
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Figure 4. Locations of western grebe breeding pairs observed and reported in North Dakota
colonial and semi-colonial waterbird inventory 2014-2015 (Drilling 2015).
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