BCR Coordinators Meeting
Patuxent NWRC;  October 13-14, 2004

Attendees:

Andrew Milliken (Atlantic Coast JV), Jane Fitzgerald (Central Hardwoods JV, BCR 24), Randy Dettmers (USFWS, BCR14), Ben Thatcher (University of Tennessee, USFWS), Keith Watson (USFWS, BCR 28), Craig Watson (ACJV, BCR 27), Mitschka Hartley (ACJV, BCR 13), David Pashley (ABC), Don Paul (IWJV, BCR 9), Ann Chrisney (RHJV, BCRs 15 & 32), Dan Casey (ABC, BCR10), Seth Mott (USFWS), Melanie Steinkamp (ACJV, BCR 30), Bob Altman (ABC, BCR5), Tim Jones (ACJV), Bob Ford (USFWS).
Introductions & Logistics
Summary of Status of BCR Planning (Pashley/Mott)

There are distinct roles for Joint Ventures (JVs) versus BCR-level functions.  All JVs do (or should do) BCR-level planning, but they also do many other things.  Some BCR coordinators have near exclusive focus on BCR-planning and overlap one or more JVs and therefore integrate their conservation design and delivery with those at larger scales.  The spatial and programmatic overlap between JVs and BCRs varies.
JV Implementation plans have to be approved by the USFWS, and there is a mandate (i.e., a Directors Order) dictating their content.  The federal Office of Management and Budget (OMB) also is implementing a program to measure performance for the programs and actions of the Migratory Bird Program.  Ultimately these factors may result in an approach for bird conservation—and implementation plans—characterized by greater consistency over time.
The NABCI Committee has delayed the revisiting of BCR boundaries.  We can join together as a group to again argue for some of the proposed changes to be accepted.  Seth cautioned too much scrambling of lines, which could cause problems for some partners who may go from one BCR to another through any such boundary changes.  We should also consider how JVs and other partners feel about proposed changes, as these are crucial “end users” of any BCR plans that are written.
BCR Coordinator Updates
BCR 14, Atlantic Northern Forest.  Randy Dettmers said that a draft plan is now being reviewed [and is available at the website acjv.org].  This document is the result of an international workshop that was preceded by information summaries from individual jurisdictions, and followed up by committee activities.   The final document has a main body of about 30 pages, though the total is >300 pages.  The plan has many hyperlinks that enable quick “surfing” through sections, tables, etc.  Bird habitat modeling is now underway (with TNC) to better identify areas most important to individual priority species.  This BCR lies within the ACJV (and the EHJV in Canada).
BCR 9, Great Basin.  Don Paul summarized planning in this BCR.  Great Basin has relatively few, but distinct habitat types with 80% of land federally-owned.  The BCR lies entirely within one JV:  the Intermountain West.  This larger region already has its own regional shorebird and waterbird plans.  Each state within the BCR has its own landbird plan, which is being rolled up to the BCR-level by the PIF Western Working Group.  All states have all-bird conservation plans in place.  Several states also have CBM plans.  Therefore, Don sees no specific need for a BCR 9 all-bird plan.  

BCR 10, Northern Rockies.  Dan Casey spoke about the process of identifying focus areas or bird habitat conservation areas (BHCA) in his BCR.  Reports for each BHCA characterize how many acres of each habitat type are available in each area, land ownership patterns, partners, etc.  The BHCA info is summarized by states, BCR, habitat types, etc.  More specific modeling will follow, focused on each BHCA.  States are charged with “directional objectives” for populations/habitats, and these are integrated with GIS (e.g., GAP) estimates of available habitats in each state.  The current focus is working with states on the “puzzle pieces” – portions of each BCR in each state.
BCR 24, Central Hardwoods.  Jane Fitzgerald outlined her finished BCR plan [available at:  www.abcbirds.org/nabci/chjv_plan.htm] and discussed their focus area definition process.  As an example, they looked for areas with 70% forest cover in a 10 km radius.  These “source” forest patches were further delineated by land type association, to identify which areas were naturally forested versus savannah woodlands (or grasslands).  Also, they considered public lands as core areas.  BCR-wide habitat modeling also was done for Northern Bobwhite.  This effort was useful to identify how much of their potential habitat falls within focus areas and highlighted other areas that may be important for their long-term conservation.  Bobwhite were not particularly well-conserved by initially-proposed focus areas, so the modeling demonstrated that focus areas based on expert opinions will not necessarily conserve all priority species.
BCR 27, Southeastern Coastal Plain.  Craig Watson spoke about all-bird conservation planning by the South Atlantic Migratory Bird Initiative (SAMBI).  State working groups are at the core of this group.  SAMBI addresses only the eastern portion of the BCR.  The western portion falls within the East Gulf Coastal Plain, which may have a coordinator soon.  A draft plan is in place for all birds [available on acjv.org website].  It integrates population and habitat objectives from multiple national and regional plans, and includes a combination of general (i.e., directional) and specific population and habitat objectives.
BCR 30, New England Mid-Atlantic.  Some planning work has already been done for this BCR through previous meetings (aimed at shorebirds & landbirds and CBM), the regional waterbird plan (due out soon), and by individual partners.  Melanie Steinkamp said that there is a BCR-wide meeting coming up in December which will kick-off the process of drafting a plan for this BCR.  The boundaries have been changed to include the entire Chesapeake Bay watershed.  BCR planning is aimed at helping states with their comprehensive planning process, not distracting them from it.  The goal is to finalize priority species, habitats, and focus areas.
BCR 13, Lower Great Lakes/St. Lawrence Plain.  Mitch Hartley said that a series of international workshops and committees over the last three years has lead to a draft plan, which was stalled until recently.  New ACJV staff and a recent meeting restarted this process.  A final plan should be finished within the next year.  Partners in this BCR want a concise document laying out priority species and habitats, focus areas, major conservation issues (e.g., threats) and identifying basic implementation strategies.  Directional (but not specific) population objectives are the short-term goal.  In the medium-term, actual population and habitat objectives (and specific conservation strategies and management recommendations) will be drafted for each focus area.  For the entire BCR, population and habitat objectives are long-term goals.
BCR 28, Appalachian Mountains.  Keith Watson has recently begun work on a conceptual bird conservation plan for this region.  A workshop for all partners is planned for next year, with a prior subgroup meeting to determine actions needed before the larger meeting.
BCRs 15 & 32, Coastal California & Sierras.  Ann Chrisney showed how the RHJV lies within multiple JVs and BCR’s.  California is developing six bird habitat-based conservation plans.   They are working on acreage goals.  Little work has been done on focus areas for most of the state (and most taxa), but they have good tools to do so.  No plans on the table for individual BCRs though habitat plans are geared towards each BCR and JV.
BCR 5, Pacific Coast.  Bob Altman stated that his BCR and JV are virtually the same.  They have not had a JV-wide or BCR plan, though they are starting one soon and do have state-level plans in place.  Like California, his region is data-rich.
Discussion of BCR Plan Core Elements


Consistency

Do we need comparability or consistency among BCR (or state- or regional- ) plans?  Seth suggested that we have a responsibility to address the NABCI vision statement, and that science-based eco-regional conservation planning is central to that.  Without some basic level of consistency among plans there may be gaps in species, habitats, etc.  Some states contain multiple BCR’s (or JVs) and may be confused by different plans that have different tiers (or labels for them) or levels of priority.  Jane suggested that species prioritization be done consistently among regions/plans, based on the PIF process, which has been painstakingly reviewed and revised.  David suggested that we choose consistency not for the sake of consistency but rather because the best way of doing something has been identified and we have all chosen to adopt it.  Consistency among plans within a jurisdiction (e.g., a state) is a secondary benefit of this.  David added that conserving birds over the long-term, given ongoing declines, will probably require a unified vision.  Important successes in recent years have, in part, resulted from relatively new coalitions of bird conservation groups.  A degree of consistency among plans reflects this unification.
Melanie added that range-wide (i.e., global) conservation of birds will require linking up multiple initiatives, and may ultimately involve international efforts.  Combining inconsistently-derived metrics from multiple BCR’s would make that difficult if not impossible.  
At the BCR level we agreed on accepting species and habitat priorities as handed down from the initiatives, but we have to integrate these differences at the regional scale (see below).  Discussions of how to do so (i.e., combine prioritization schemes from among the four continental bird initiatives) highlighted why consistency among plans can be useful and important.  Conversely, the discussion demonstrated that it can be frustrating or difficult to reconcile various plans that are structured differently when someone needs or wants to combine (e.g., roll-up) their information for later uses.

Some items, such as focus areas, habitat modeling/mapping, and setting population & habitat objectives, should be done at the BCR-level, and these may or may not be done consistently.  Each region should strive to do them with the best available information and using the most appropriate (and rigorous) methods.

Core Elements

We discussed each of the “core elements” suggested on the agenda.

1.  Priority species, habitats, suites
Do we integrate priority species from all continental or regional bird initiatives into one list of priority species and, if so, how?  The ACJV has tried to equalize these using a uniform criteria, to get to “highest, high, and moderate” priority tiers.  David mentioned that PIF has recently agreed on a process to consistently identify (and score) priority species among BCR’s, using a three-tiered system.  He suggests that we use the RMBO database and the three-tiered system agreed to at the last PIF Science Committee meeting as the basis for landbird prioritization, and as a reference for the other bird groups.
Jane asked why don’t we use the existing tiers from each of the four bird plans, and simply report them as they’ve listed them (in each plan).  Mitch suggested the reason that a naïve reader (e.g., one unfamiliar with each or all of the four bird initiatives) might be confused by the different tiers, as opposed to a uniform prioritization scheme.  This is especially true when presenting species/tiers within each habitat suite.
Proposed recommendation:  BCR plans should strive to acknowledge priority species from among all continental initiatives;  the question is do we strive to integrate these into one priority scheme using a simple, defined, rule-based system?  There was group sentiment that greater consistency is desirable (e.g., in new plans or future revisions) but not so important that existing plans should necessarily be “retro-fit” solely to achieve greater consistency.  We will circulate the rule-based system used in BCR14 to get three tiers, and people can choose to adopt it or suggest changes to it.
2.  Focus areas, habitat modeling/mapping
Within BCRs it is important to have common nomenclature to define gross habitat types.  These can (and should) be presented in such a way that the info can be “cross-walked” with other existing classification systems (e.g., NLCD).  David expressed a desire to have a nationally uniform system of habitat identification that can be used for some conservation planning (e.g., NRCS programs).  The group agreed that each BCR would likely use different specific habitat classifications and that the important thing from a consistency perspective is that these systems are all cross-walked to a common system, probably NLCD.
We discussed how and why some focus areas are large, ill-defined regions, whereas others are small, project-level sites.  Clearly definitions for focus areas vary and serve different purposes.  The term focus area means very different things to different people, and has been used very differently in various plans/initiatives.  Some of these uses of the term are incompatible.  Issues involved with focus are selection include:
--public/conservation land component to area

--threats (as either a positive or negative reason for focus area designation)

--habitat objectives that may be derived from population objectives

--the issue of quality/functional habitat versus simply “acres of habitat.”

--sustainable landscapes in terms of birds

--effectiveness, i.e., how can a map of focus areas convince partners to participate.

--immovable features (e.g., coastlines, water resources in the west, etc.)
--predictive models versus expert opinion

It should be clearly stated what the focus area is meant to be, and how it was derived.  Don felt that consistency is important in how focus areas are defined, but this may be challenging given the above-listed aspects of how/why focus areas are defined.  Most people concede that the process of delineating focus areas is and should be viewed as a dynamic process, not a static declaration.  This should be clearly stated as should the assumptions that went into developing the focus areas.
Presentations during the first day indicated that focus areas usually were defined early in the planning process (e.g., drawing circles on maps at workshops), as opposed to being derived from habitat models or population objectives.  Seth suggested that we discuss population and habitat objectives and limiting factors before we discuss focus areas, as these issues are central to their definition.  David cautioned that population objectives should not necessarily precede focus areas, as a big part of focus area work is opportunistic and can begin right away, whereas population or habitat objectives may be unrealistic or unattainable, at least initially.  Bob Altman pointed out that population objectives developed so far for most taxa (e.g., landbirds and shorebirds at least) are largely continental ones and their accuracy is not well understood.  Some argued that only at a regional level can you accurately incorporate population trends and habitat availability into a more realistic objective.  Ideally regional population and habitat objectives will eventually be developed and these can be rolled-up to new continental objectives, as opposed to starting with continental objectives and stepping them down.  Seth noted that habitat and population objectives are somewhat different in relation to this topic.  While continental or range-wide population objectives are often “stepped down” as a basis for regional planning targets, habitat objectives (even when established to meet the stepped down continental targets) are done at eco-regional scales;  therefore these can be stepped up, but usually are not stepped down.
Some species have such well-known, specific, limited, and/or easily-mapped habitat associations that focus areas for their conservation are simple and straightforward (e.g., salt marshes used by Nelson’s Sharp-tailed Sparrow in Maine).  However, what is ultimately desired is that focus area designation uses a scientific modeling-based approach when necessary and appropriate.  However, the group recognized that such modeling may occur as a middle or later part of an ongoing process and may not be done up-front.   Mitch pointed out that an advantage to early designation of focus areas is that they can quickly and effectively focus limited resources (e.g., Farm Bill programs) on areas assumed to be most important;  this benefits birds even in the absence of (or prior to) good habitat models, if funds may otherwise be ineffectively scattered over a large area.  Regardless of when it occurs, any habitat modeling effort should explicitly state its assumptions so that they can be tested by appropriate monitoring/evaluation activities.
Jane pointed out that the Central Hardwoods started off looking at the largest habitat patches that were most likely to be source habitats.  It is conceptually easier to “design” and rebuild a highly degraded landscape (where every effort is likely to increase populations) than it is to conserve a largely-intact landscape (which may be likely to experience degradation and population decreases even if some conservation action is taken).  Information needs differ by species;  for some species better models are the only way to understand where to focus conservation, what their limiting factors may be, etc.  

Another consideration is:  how big do focus areas have to be to be effective?  For population and habitat objectives to serve their purpose, they will need to incorporate considerable biological information which often may not be available until more research or modeling has been conducted.  Tim pointed out that scientific models usually have serious limitations: being able to explain 30% of the variation may indicate a good model fit, but how good is that really for achieving conservation success?  Expert opinion is a valuable supplement to any models, and without those opinions we would often be sorely lacking.

Several examples were given of how expert opinion was used to define focus areas.  These included focus areas developed for grassland birds in the St. Lawrence Valley, which indicated that these experts were actually using conceptual models based on assumptions about species-habitat relationships to derive the focus area boundaries and that these assumptions could be stated and tested.
It can be useful to have hierarchies or geographic focus, e.g., planning areas and focal regions, in addition to focus or priority or project areas which may be at a smaller scale.

3.  Population & Habitat Objectives
David pointed out that starting out with continental population estimates and stepping them down to regions is a top-down approach, but developing population and habitat objectives could instead be “bottom-up.”  Ideally, population and habitat objectives would be the end result of a process that included comprehensive modeling and sampling efforts within each region, both within and outside of focus areas.  The risk of setting such bottom-up population or habitat objectives is that partners may be “lazy” about setting goals that are not that hard to achieve.  However, this risk is balanced somewhat by the possible up-side of regions determining that their starting point of habitat capacity (and any subsequent population objectives) is actually much higher than what may have been suggested by a stepped-down continental assessment.
Apparently Larry Neal in Nevada has examined bottom-up versus top-down differences in population and habitat estimates and objectives.  He found that, for most species, they had the ability to manage at the level specified at the continental level.  For some species, however, the objectives differed wildly from levels that could possibly be achieved.

Jane pointed out that that while PIF has set continental/range-wide directional population objectives for birds based on population trends, they don't account for discrepancies among trends from BCR to BCR.  Part of the problem some people have with trying to meet proposed population/habitat goals is that in places where populations have been stable, for example, it might not be appropriate to ask for a doubling of the population simply because that's called for range-wide. 
Randy felt that regardless of how we consider continental objectives, it may be useful to outline a generalized process for getting to regional population and habitat objectives.  These objectives should be set through an interactive and iterative process where regional and continental assessments are each informed and influenced by the other.  It should not necessarily matter which estimates come first, continental or regional, if we engage in a truly interactive iterative process to reach “final” estimates and objectives that are based on both continental and regional assessments.  Both sets of numbers are integral to the process of having informed population estimates.  Mitch felt that if nothing else such a dual approach should satisfy those who feel that continental estimates have not been independently or critically evaluated or validated.
David pointed out that there two different issues are being discussed:  

1)  What are population estimates? How do these get stepped down or rolled up?

2)  What are population objectives?
These are two distinct things and can be decoupled.  Directional population objectives can be used as targets without buying into the continental (or regional) population estimates.

Points of Agreement

We approached consensus on the following concepts, though not necessarily in the order below:
1.  The BCR planning process should strive to identify priority species and habitats based on continental, national and regional bird conservation initiatives.  BCR partners should attempt to integrate priority species into one list, and by habitat, with priority tiers.

2.  The BCR planning process should assess threats to and limiting factors of priority species.  The partners should indicate and separately address species for which habitat in the BCR is not the primary limiting factor.
3.  Where limiting factors include habitat within the BCR, assess the capacity of the habitat base of the BCR to support populations of priority species and the importance of existing conservation lands in this effort.  This assessment should generate an estimate of how much habitat is thought to exist to support each priority species under specific conditions.  These conditions, which represent testable assumptions, should be clearly stated along with the sources of all information (e.g., the full range of values reported) used to generate them.
4.  Use the best available science and most appropriate methods to identify geographic areas that are most important for conserving priority species (including expert opinion, conceptual models, empirical models, etc.).
5.  Strive to balance among species with conflicting habitat needs using species prioritization, locally-derived and continental directional population objectives and other factors (e.g., local population and land-use trends, etc.).  Identify which regions, subregions, or landscapes might be better suited for each species with conflicts in habitat needs. 
6.  Develop a capacity-based habitat objective based on suites of priority species in the BCR.  Incorporate:

· continental and regional priorities (#1 above)

· degree to which species are limited by habitat capacity (#2 above)

· all habitat capacity assessments (#3 above)

· extent of existing conservation lands and/or status of those landscapes seen as critical for each species (#3 & 4 above)

· decision of how to balance among species with conflicting habitat needs (#5 above)
7.  Based on all of the above, draft BCR population objectives.
8.  BCR population objectives should be informed by and should inform continental objectives (if they exist)
The exact order of these items—and whether or not they are or should be sequential—was not agreed upon, however.  People expressed different ways that #4 (focus areas) could be included in this process, at both earlier and later steps, with an iterative process.
It seemed that the group also agreed that it was important to develop a process of interactively relating continental and regional population estimates and objectives to each other in an iterative fashion, as suggested above by Randy (bottom of P. 6).  The details of how that might work were not hammered out.  For example, does it matter which estimates come first (continental or regional)?  Can they be considered sequentially, or must they be considered only at the same time?  Using continental directional objectives can be a middle-ground approach, until the needed iterations can occur and partners have reconciled continental and regional estimates and objectives.

Seth reinforced that literally stepping-down continental population objectives to the BCR level is not (or should not be) the primary intent of current continental population estimates.  Stepped down population objectives (especially abundance measures) should be used to establish regional habitat objectives but not used as performance indicators.  The objectives for wintering waterfowl, for example, assume that we want the birds distributed in similar proportions to where they were at the population benchmark we're trying to get back to. For many species, how abundances were proportionally distributed at population benchmarks may not be what we want to get back to anyway, if habitat conditions have diverged greatly from what we may have preferred from an ecological (or other) standpoint.  There was strong sentiment among some of us (after the meeting) that the iterative approach outlined above should be widely and clearly communicated to the broadest audience of partners in conservation planning, in hopes of improving the process of setting realistic population and habitat objectives and for resolving much of the controversy surrounding this issue.
Other Issues

BCR Rationale

David Pashley asked that the group formalize a rationale for why we do BCR plans (i.e., what they are).  He suggested four of Randy Dettmers bullets as a starting point:

--provide conceptual framework where implementation is linked to achieving goals
--summarize implementation actions from existing bird conservation plans by species-habitat suites

--provide suggested priority implementation actions and geographic locations for conservation work

--information from plan can be used directly in states’ CWCS process and development of SWGs.

This issue was not, however, discussed again and the group did not formally address or draft a statement as to how/why/what BCR plans are or should be, other than what is reflected in the notes overall.

Acreage
Dan Casey pointed out that speaking simply about acres, as is often done, is inappropriate.  We should be talking about “functional acreage” of source (or high-quality) habitats, which typically is only a small fraction of total acres.  Also, it would be more useful to be more specific about what kind of habitat is implied by any acreage number is listed, e.g., “X acres given an average density of Y birds per Z hectares of habitat type Q.”  Demographic parameters also could be cited if limitations are well-studied or understood.
Information Needs

Regional plans for the various bird groups are not all in place.
Which species are not habitat-limited?  This information is needed early in the planning process and has not always been directly addressed.  Assessing this across species is one of the greatest needs.
Monitoring needs to happen at the BCR-scale (or larger) if we’re going to be planning at the BCR-level.  BCR Coordinators are in the perfect position to advocate for and organize BCR-wide monitoring, (e.g., encourage SWG-funded projects) to address the greatest monitoring needs in a region.  If we are explicit about what our needs are and why, this can better inform CBM-planning efforts.
Review and Approval of Plans

Some BCR plans are also functioning as JV-Implementation Plans, which have a structured review process in place.  For those that are not, is there (or should there be) a review process in place?  Andrew suggested that the steps are:
--consensus among partners who participated in the planning process

--regional representatives of the initiatives endorse the plan and recommend the same to JV-management boards or other bodies (e.g., Integrated Bird Conservation Committee).

The process above depends on functional regional working groups, which is not always the case.  Western state all-bird plans were not so formally reviewed.

Where do we go from Here?

We should continue to seek consensus on the list above, which was displayed on the overhead projector.  Another clear product should be a Directory of BCR-coordinators and the status of activities and products from each BCR.  This, and other useful information could possibly be provided on the web, e.g., on the NABCI website.  As BCR-products eventually come to be available in print or online (including those fully web-based), providing links to the different BCR sites would be useful.
It should be stated that information posted is meant to be a general guide for BCR coordinators.
We should strive to clarify the information that we discussed/presented on the overhead, in order to try to summarize these basic points into a white paper.  This information must be reconciled with the five points that resulted from the Aransas step-down meeting.

PAGE  
1

