Briefing Statement
TURNBULL NATIONAL WILDLIFE REFUGE

Public Review of Draft CCP/EA and changes made to the Final CCP

May 2006
Refuge: Turnbull NWR

Location:  FWS Region 1; Spokane County; Congressional District 5
Background:  The 17,935-acre Turnbull NWR was established in 1937 by executive order as a refuge and breeding ground for migratory birds.  Later, additions were made under the Migratory Bird Conservation Act, the Refuge Recreation Act, and the Fish and Wildlife Act.  Refuge lands include a complex of deep permanent sloughs, semi-permanent potholes, and seasonal wetlands interspersed with ponderosa pine and shrub-steppe habitats.  Aspen and riparian communities are scattered throughout the Refuge.  The Refuge provides habitat for four federally-listed threatened species and a variety of State-listed species.  Federally-listed species include bald eagle, water howellia, Ute’s lady’s tresses, and Spaulding’s silene.  Current authorized recreational uses on the Refuge include wildlife observation and photography; environmental education and interpretation; and small amounts of bicycling, jogging, and cross-country skiing.

Summary of Public Comments on the Draft CCP:  A Planning Update summarizing actions in the Draft CCP/EA was distributed to approximately 1,200 members of the public, neighbors, nonprofit organizations, local, State, and Federal agencies, Tribes, and elected officials.  The Draft CCP/EA was distributed to about 170 individuals and organizations and posted on the Region 1 website.  A 45-day review period was provided, which included two Open Houses.  Nearly 100 responses were received.  In addition, a petition was received, signed by numerous individuals (some of whom also submitted comments separately).  The comment summary is presented in Appendix L of the Final CCP/EA along with the Service(s responses.  Major comments are summarized in the attached table, and only minor corrections and clarifications to the Final CCP are anticipated.   

How Earlier Comments from the Director’s Office on the Alternatives were Addressed:  Various conference calls and emails passed between the Director’s office and Region 1 staff during development of the CCP.  The Draft CCP/EA addressed all of the former concerns expressed by the Director’s office by: coordinating further with both headquarters and regional Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife (WDFW) staff to resolve differences in hunting programs preferred by the State; adding a youth waterfowl hunt; removing reference to the hunts as “pilot” hunts; labeling a visitor contact point as a “small visitor contact point”; and revising sections of the document as per Jim Kurth’s suggestions.
The State’s Position on the Preferred Alternative and the Service’s Response:  The WDFW has been a participant in the Turnbull CCP from the start of the planning process in 2000, and several meetings were held between the Service and WDFW regarding issues of mutual concern.  The WDFW also sent a staff member to an alternatives workshop held in June 2002.  The WDFW reviewed an administrative draft of the CCP in 2003.  No direct written comments were received on the administrative draft; however, Turnbull was mentioned in a letter from the State Director to the Director recommending a variety of hunting increases on National Wildlife Refuges located in Washington, including a recommendation for an elk hunt and a waterfowl hunt on Turnbull NWR.  Subsequent to the letter, we met again with WDFW staff from both the regional and headquarters offices and resolved remaining issues with regard to hunt programs.  In the final CCP, we included the State(s recommendation for a youth waterfowl hunt.  The State submitted written comments on the Draft CCP/EA expressing appreciation for Refuge efforts to involve them in the CCP planning process and support for Alternative 3 as the Preferred Alternative.  They also mentioned the need to provide flexibility in the step-down Hunting Plan and urged more attention/emphasis on elk and waterfowl viewing.
Regional Contacts: 
Charles Houghten, Chief, Division of Planning and Visitor Services, (503) 231-6207.
Nancy Curry, Project Leader, Turnbull NWR, (509) 235-4723.
Sharon Selvaggio, Team Leader, Turnbull NWR CCP Team, (503) 590-6596.

Proposed Changes Based on Public Comment:  The following table identifies the main issues raised by the public during the public review period for the Draft CCP/EA and the proposed changes to the preferred alternative in the Final CCP.
	Issue Raised During Public
Review of the Draft CCP
	Proposed Changes to the
Preferred Alternative in the Final CCP

	Habitat Management
A few comments were received on habitat management. These included: support for wetlands restoration, concern about Refuge prescribed fire practices, concern for declining nesting Canada geese, support for stable funding for Refuge habitat projects, questions about funding assistance to private landowners, concerns about wind-blown weed seed, and a comment urging the Service to ban trapping, new roads, grazing, logging, mining, drilling, prescribed burning, and use of herbicides. 
	The CCP adopts the Refuge’s 1999 Habitat Management Plan with only very minor changes.  No changes to the habitat management program will be implemented as a result of comments received.  The Service will continue to utilize active management practices including prescribed fire, forest thinning, and integrated pest management.

	Non-Consumptive Public Use Program/Facilities:

Environmental Education.  The proposed increases and improvements in the EE program were supported by nearly all of the 22 respondents who mentioned this program.  Several urged full funding and increased permanent staffing and classroom space for EE.

Hiking and Bicycle Trails.  Most respondents supported the expansion of hiking trails envisioned under Preferred Alternative 3. A few disagreed with the increase in bike trails proposed. 

Wildlife Observation/Photography/Interpretation.  Several people wrote in supporting the improvements and increases in viewpoints and interpretation included under Preferred Alternative 3.  The State asked for emphasis on elk and waterfowl viewing and photography.
	Environmental Education.  No changes to the CCP.  The Preferred Alternative calls for additional staff and classroom space for the EE program.

Hiking and Bicycle Trails.  No changes to the CCP.  The main purpose of the proposed bicycle path (to be developed on a discontinued road) is to increase the safety of visitors already using bikes to access the Refuge.

Wildlife Observation/Photography/Interpretation.  No changes to the CCP.  The Interpretive Prospectus for the Refuge calls for panels about wildlife which would include waterfowl and elk.  The Refuge can add to discussions about elk and waterfowl in the EE program. 

	Hunting
Elk Hunting.  About 30 letters were received specifically expressing support of elk hunting.  However, a good deal of the commentary was highly qualified, expressing support for the hunt largely because it would be designed to be limited, carefully controlled, and managed for conservation purposes. One person suggested a change to the areas designated for hunting.  Suggestions were made to emphasize a mix of bull and cow hunts, an archery hunt, or providing a hunt for hunters with disabilities.  Some respondents expressed a preference for using methods other than hunting to manage the elk population, including opening the designated hunt areas for hiking and other public use.

Waterfowl Hunting.  Public reaction to the proposed youth waterfowl hunt was about evenly split between supporters and opponents.  Some opponents stated that the hunt is contradictory to the purposes or is not justified.  One commenter asked why the Service did not address the issue of waterfowl numbers shifting to the west of Turnbull first before devoting scarce resources to a hunt.


	Elk Hunting.  No changes to the CCP.  The elk hunt is proposed under the Preferred Alternative 3 to deal with increasing habitat damage on the Refuge and depredation off-Refuge.  The hunt areas are designed to ensure public safety and to minimize conflicts with other priority public uses occurring on the Refuge.  A step-down Hunt Plan will be written to incorporate flexibility in hunt boundaries, season, and permit numbers, within reason.  All hunt options will be reviewed during the planning process for the step-down Hunt Plan.  Other elk management tools are not ruled out; they will be further analyzed for cost effectiveness and given consideration for implementation.

Waterfowl Hunting.  No changes to the CCP.  Hunting is one of the priority public uses of the Refuge System and receives enhanced consideration during planning.  A youth hunt has been determined compatible with Refuge purposes.  The shift of waterfowl numbers to the west is predominantly a result of thousands of acres of food crops and wetlands now available on lands to the west that were historically shrub-steppe.  In concert with the drainage of almost 70% of wetlands in the area surrounding the Refuge, the location of waterfowl habitat has shifted west. The Preferred Alternative proposes to protect and restore wetland habitat within the Stewardship Area surrounding the Refuge, which may reverse part of the westerly trend. 

	Land and Water Protection

Fifty-six letters were received commenting on the land protection proposal.  Comments in the majority of the letters showed support for Preferred Alternative 3 to protect land and waters within the proposed Stewardship Area.  Those supporting the proposal expressed a variety of reasons, including the need to protect wildlife habitat, water sources, and water quality, and the ecological integrity of the local area. Several commented that they feel a loss of critical habitats is occurring rapidly in Eastern Washington.  Some expressed specific interest in participating in the proposal right away.

One petition and two dozen letters were received opposing the land protection proposal.  Specific issues cited included: concerns about condemnation of property and land taken out of production and/or off the tax rolls.  A couple of comments questioned whether there had been adequate compliance with NEPA and the Regulatory Flexibility Act.  

The Service conducted additional outreach after the review period, sending a letter to all landowners within the Stewardship Area clarifying the intent behind the proposal, and holding meetings with Federal, county, and city elected officials.  None of the elected officials expressed concern about the proposal, especially after understanding the Service’s willing seller policy.  Eight additional letters were received from landowners during this period; most of these letters expressed interest in further land management assistance or in participating in the Stewardship Area proposal.  
	No change to the overall concept presented in the Land Protection Plan.  
Minor adjustments were made to the Stewardship Area boundary.  Twelve parcels, encompassing 148 acres, were removed, due to landowner opposition to being included in the Stewardship Area.

An economic analysis was completed as part of the Draft CCP/EA by an economist with the Jones and Stokes consulting firm in California.  The analysis showed that implementation of Preferred Alternative 3 would have negative impacts on the local agricultural economy.  However, the negative effects would be far offset by the positive effects on the local economy through additional expenditures made by people using the expanded facilities and programs included in the Preferred Alternative (hunt programs, additional trails, visitor contact point with interpretive exhibits, additional viewpoints, etc.) for recreation.  Table 4-24 in the Draft CCP/EA shows an overall economic effect of 165 jobs and $3 million in personal income under the No Action alternative.  The economic benefit under the Preferred Alternative is about 30% larger than this: 225 jobs and $4.1 million in personal income are expected.   
The policy of the Service is to acquire land or interest in land from willing sellers only.  Everything associated with the proposed Stewardship Area is voluntary.  There is nothing regulatory about any of the proposals in the CCP, therefore, the Regulatory Flexibility Act does not apply.
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