Section 5

Chapter 1


Primary Conservation Strategies

Introduction

In the interest of creating the most useful strategy possible, it is important define priority levels that are associated with Conservation Actions: primary and secondary priorities.  The difference between the two is strictly in scope.  Currently, Texas has several needs at the statewide level and by definition, these needs are considered primary.  Once these primary priorities are addressed, regionally specific and smaller scope investigations and conservation actions (secondary priorities) can more effectively be implemented.  
The following conservation actions are statewide actions that are of primary concern.  By definition, all other priorities listed in the CWCS are secondary priorities until the primary actions are addressed. Several of the following primary priorities are already in progress.  Monitoring programs should be considered “ongoing.”  Others, such as the statewide biological inventory, are periodic and should occur as often as needed to maintain a sense of the biodiversity and community status throughout the state.  Primary priorities are critical to information gathering.  By addressing them, we will begin to gain a cohesive vision of the state of Texas’ biodiversity and the status of individual species.  
The following actions or activities are considered primary priorities. Related actions are in proximity to one another, but order in this primary priority list should not be considered a ranking mechanism.  All of these primary actions are high priority and are imperative to the gathering of information on non-game species and non-game wildlife conservation.
Mapping the State

There is an evident lack of information concerning the location of habitats and vegetation communities across the state of Texas.  Currently, Texas biological planners are using vegetation data that are outdated and are not specific enough at the community vegetation level.  It is important that we reevaluate the current status of our vegetation data and begin to “remap” the state using the most current and applicable technology.
Large, contiguous areas of natural or semi-natural vegetation communities throughout Texas shall be mapped with higher precision and accuracy than our current databases represent.  This will allow us to accomplish three additional goals: 
1. TPWD and partners will establish permanent or semi-permanent data collection points that would be used to collect vegetative data for ground truthing aerial map data; 
2. These points would be available for the biological survey of Texas (see below); 
3. TPWD to begin working directly with private landowners to create maps and assist with inventories.  Based on the high percentage of private land in Texas, it would be difficult to map and survey the state without the cooperation of private landowners.  This project would allow us to not only to partner with other conservation organizations but also with the constituents that we serve.   
Because of the large financial cost of the mapping project, it is imperative to begin the project regionally, and follow with a biological survey.  It may also be necessary to subcontract much of this work to regional Texas universities that have the personnel and resources to assist with mapping and wildlife inventories.  TPWD has statewide Wildlife Diversity Biologists and regional Regulatory, Private Lands, and Technical Guidance biologists and Wildlife Technicians that could facilitate efforts by coordinating University, TPWD Biologist, and partner activities and offer guidance as the projects progress.  
Objectives

1. Develop partnerships for improved information sharing and coordination of conservation actions among the project’s cooperating organizations, in addition to their specific stakeholder groups. 

2. Map at 1:12,000 scale all remaining natural and semi-natural vegetation in selected areas of the state of Texas in contiguous blocks of 500 or more acres.

3. Facilitate delivery of species-specific conservation and recovery through development of mapping products and the use thereof for conservation planning and delineation of recovery focus areas for affected species.

Statewide Biological Inventory and Monitoring for Herptiles, Invertebrates and Mammals

Currently in Texas there is a limited knowledge of the status of many of our terrestrial species.  In order to combat this lack of knowledge it is important to use data collection points from the mapping project to collect inventory data on the mammals, herptiles and terrestrial invertebrates across the state.    

It is critical that we take steps to develop coordinated and ground-truthed information concerning native species in order to know where to focus conservation actions on our collective species of concern and create efficient and cost-effective budgets.  Spatial and geo-referenced vegetation data are critical to Texas’ inventory and monitoring programs for species of concern.  While migratory bird species typically have solid monitoring efforts already in place, herpetile, mammalian and terrestrial invertebrates have very limited sources of consistent monitoring.  It is imperative that we work with other states, private landowners and other conservation organization to follow the mapping project with a biological survey of the state.   All care should be taken to keep sampling protocols similar so that conservation of species, which do not typically exhibit complete fidelity to one state, occurs seamlessly.   It is also important that we review protocols based on differing habitats throughout the state.  Overall, care must be taken to ensure that data collected are useful and therefore can populate the TPWD non-game database and provide useful information for later planning efforts and wise wildlife management decisions.
Data Collection, Management and Sharing

Because of the critical nature of the statewide mapping project and the statewide biological survey, data management must be considered as we plan to move forward.  Texas Parks and Wildlife Department and NatureServe maintain a database of information concerning non-game species.  TPWD refers to this database as the Natural Diversity Database (NDD) and it is maintained by the Science, Research and Diversity Program.  This database is a conversion from the original Biological Conservation Database (BCD) that was developed in the mid to late 1970’s by The Nature Conservancy.  The BCD was upgraded to the Biotics system in the late 1990s which allowed for the collaborative use of Geographic Information Systems (GIS) software, which allowed for mapping applications to be used with those data that had already been collected and placed into the database.  TPWD has recently updated this system and now maintains an Oracle-based system that is referred to as the NDD.  This software allows TPWD to collect information on species and habitat and convey those data through reporting options or in mapping formats.  
This information can be used to make decisions on conservation applications for non-game species and habitats.  All data that are collected through the statewide mapping efforts and the statewide biological survey will be housed in this database (NDD).  It will then be available to TPWD biologists and partners as advised by the Land and Water Resources Conservation and Recreation Plan.  In addition, the NDD also incorporates functions that allow for the prioritization of conservation sites or lands that TPWD and our partners need to be aware of.  Once identified, appropriate conservation organizations could be notified of potential partners with which they might negotiate conservation easements, purchase of development rights or fee-simple purchase of property.   The property could then be maintained for wildlife by appropriate conservation organizations, land trusts, or simply held by the private landowners for the benefit of wildlife.  Data collected and shared in this way provide numerous conservation and management opportunities for private landowners, stakeholders, and government wildlife and habitat management agencies.
Support Conservation Easement, Purchase of Development Rights and Land Acquisition.  

The land trust community in Texas is growing and the organizations associated with the Texas Land Trust Council are working toward the goal of protecting Texas lands.  It is important that TPWD and other conservation organizations maintain positive relationships with these groups and support their efforts to maintain conservation easements, purchase of development rights, and fee-simple purchase and management of land for the benefit of wildlife, habitat, water quality, and outdoor recreation opportunities.  
Land Trusts are uniquely positioned to affect conservation in Texas by protecting land and allowing access to that land for research and management.  In that way, TPWD can sponsor research and management activities and work to advise individual land trusts on which areas or specific properties would be most useful to conserve and what species inhabit that range or vegetation community. The NDD should be used to assist with this advisory role.  By using the NDD as well as personnel or other resources to support these decisions, TPWD can have an affect on the easement and acquisition process without having to maintain additional properties and/or acquire new tracts of land.  This should not, however, restrain TPWD or other conservation organizations from acquiring new land.      
Installation and Support of Texas All Bird Joint Ventures

Currently, Texas has four all bird Joint Ventures operating within the state and one Joint Venture that is still in the planning stages. The Lower Mississippi Valley Joint Venture (LMVJV) encompasses 22 million acres in portions of 10 Delta states and including east Texas. One of its primary goals is to integrate waterfowl management and wetlands conservation into the broader realm of soil and water conservation. Projects under the LMVJV address one of these four topics: (1) private lands enhancement, (2) public lands enhancement, (3) water resources development, and (4) wetland protection and restoration. 

The Playa Lakes Joint Venture (PLJV) promotes partnerships between agencies and private landowners to conserve playa lakes in Colorado, Kansas, New Mexico, Oklahoma, and Texas. The PLJV seeks landowner participation to enhance or protect playa lakes and other wetland habitat. The PLJV hopes to ensure adequate and well- distributed habitats to maintain healthy populations of waterfowl and other wildlife. Since 1990, over 3,000 acres of playa lakes have been protected, restored or enhanced in Texas through PLJV partnerships. 
The Gulf Coast Joint Venture (GCJV) focuses on perpetuating healthy wintering grounds for migrating waterfowl and other birds and wildlife species along the Gulf Coast from Alabama to Texas. Over 4.5 million acres along the Gulf Coast are important wildlife habitat. The GCJV targets specific sites along the coast including Laguna Madre, Texas Mid-Coast, the Texas Chenier Plain and all coastal areas of Louisiana, Mississippi and Alabama. Established in 1988, the GCJV is a partnership of landowners, federal and state agencies, and conservation organizations dedicated to protect, enhance and restore wetlands on the Gulf Coast.  As of 1998, the GCJV has protected 145,740 acres, restored

20,676 acres and enhanced 166,988 acres in Texas. 
The Rio Grande Joint Venture (RGJV) is the most recent addition to the Joint Venture network in Texas.  Primary goals and objectives have not been established.  It is imperative that the RGJV be supported and funded in order to begin the process of conserving bird species and habitat in the Rio Grande Valley.
The Central Texas Joint Venture is also currently in the planning stages.  A coordinator has not been chosen and goals have not been set for this Joint Venture.  Once this organization is on course and functioning, Texas will have Joint Ventures working throughout the state.  These Joint Ventures will function to conserve habitat, assist landowners, conserve bird species and generally benefit Texas conservation.  It is important that TPWD continue to partner with established Joint Ventures and provide support to the new organizations.  To this end, TPWD is sponsoring the RGJV and the CTJV in their fledgling stages and providing resources to ensure success.
Monitoring the Bays and Estuaries

TPWD currently maintains an excellent monitoring program of the bays and estuaries of Texas.  This system should be maintained since it allows for the early response of TPWD to threats to the habitat and species in those areas.  
Ensuring Water Availability for Wildlife

The Land and Water Plan has identified several methods by which TPWD can contribute to the increase of water quality and quantity throughout the state.  These methods should be enacted and maintained indefinitely.  It is imperative that TPWD and our partners ensure that water consumption and use by the citizens of Texas does not diminish the quality and quantity of water required directly and indirectly by species of concern.  The citizens of Texas should have all of their water needs met, and conservation and monitoring efforts should allow water use by people and wildlife. People will be able to enjoy wildlife and wildlife will have increased water supplies for survival. 
Monitoring Rivers

The primary concern for Texas rivers, once water quality and quantity have been addressed, is overall floral and faunal species health.  Texas rivers must be monitored to determine trends that will allow for quick response when species health is compromised.  An emphasis needs to be put on the health and monitoring of those species that are of concern and listed for this strategy.  It is also imperative that rivers be monitored for the encroachment of exotic plant and animal species that could threaten native species.  Again, this is an issue of health for the wildlife residing in the aquatic and riparian habitats.  If exotic species are monitored carefully, a quick response will be an option during periods of increased pressure on native species.
In addition to monitoring species, it is important that an emphasis be placed on restoration of riparian and riparian and aquatic habitats.  Many rivers and streams have been compromised over the last several decades due to human interference in the natural ecology of the aquatic zones.  This interference needs to me mitigated through a series of prioritized projects that aim to significantly rehabilitate river habitat back to natural state as defined by TPWD and conservation partners.  

Urban Wildlife Biology

Texas has one of the largest and most successful Urban Wildlife Biology programs in the country.  The Texas Urban program is described in another chapter, however it must be emphasized that greater than 80% of Texas Parks and Wildlife department’s continuants inhabit the cities and towns across the state.  In order for conservation actions to be a success, TPWD needs to provide opportunities for all Texans to learn about and be a part of the process.  Urban Wildlife Biologists assist in providing these opportunities as well as conduct research, provide technical assistance, offer information on native landscaping and habitat, develop school yard habitats, and develop landowner workshops.  These opportunities are extremely beneficial to individuals that live in the city and who have limited chances to visit a state park or Wildlife Management Area as well as those new, absentee, or longtime property owners changing from agriculture to wildlife use (1-d-1 valuation) and are eager to provide habitat for wildlife on their acreage.  The Urban program meets the needs of Texans and provides these opportunities and it must be allowed to adapt to the changing needs of constituents.  
TPWD should also promote the Urban Wildlife Biology program outside the state of Texas.  Several other states have a desire to start a program like Texas’ and should be able to use Texas’ model as a rough template. Therefore, the Texas Urban program should be prepared to advise other states on successful programs and how to use those programs to address he needs of their constituents.  Being a Texas landowner is a real responsibility that should be taken very seriously; being a Texan without a piece of property also carries responsibility.  TPWD must invest time and funding into all of the citizens of Texas in order for conservation to be successful.
Wetlands (With permission, adapted from the Texas Wetlands Conservation Plan)
Wetlands are among Texas' most valuable natural resources. These lands provide many economic and ecological benefits, including flood control, improved water quality, harvestable products, and habitat for our abundant fish, shellfish and wildlife resources.  But Texas wetlands are disappearing. Approximately half of Texas' historic wetlands acreage has been converted to cropland and urban development in response to society's demand for food, fiber, housing and industrial development. If future generations of Texans are to enjoy the same economic vitality and quality of life as past and present generations, we must implement effective strategies for wetlands conservation. Although wetlands issues are at times controversial, broad support exists among diverse interests on many aspects of wetlands conservation and public responsibility. 
The Texas Wetlands Conservation Plan, initiated in April 1994, focuses on non-regulatory, voluntary approaches to conserving Texas' wetlands.  Development of the Texas Wetlands Conservation Plan has been coordinated by the Texas Parks and Wildlife Department, and provides a guide for wetlands conservation efforts throughout the state. The Plan focuses on: 

1. Enhancing the landowner's ability to use existing incentive programs and other land use options through outreach and technical assistance 

2. Developing and encouraging land management options that provide an economic incentive for conserving existing wetlands or restoring former ones

3. Coordinating regional wetlands conservation efforts 

The Texas Wetlands Conservation Plan is nearly 10 years old and needs to be updated because of changes in technology and shifts in conservation priorities.  Wetlands are vital resource and therefore Texas must adapt this plan to fit our current needs.  To this end, a state wetlands planner must be supported and perhaps funded by TPWD in order to monitor wetlands throughout the state as well as update the plan.   
Conservation Partnerships

Perhaps the most critical role that TPWD can play in the future of Texas conservation is the role of facilitator and partner.  Without a strong list of willing partners that are interested in putting their money and other resources toward focused conservation, the CWCS will an ineffective document that has little chance of meeting its conservation goals.  TPWD can not conduct the business of conservation with finite resources.  TPWD must have the support of other agencies, conservation organizations and the citizens of Texas.  In the same vein, TPWD must be willing to commit its own resources to supporting the conservation activities of those much needed partners.    
The support of projects such as the production of a Texas Conservation Directory that maintains a list of contacts that can be used to link one conservation organization to another would start the facilitation process.  Biologists need a contact system that allows them to gain support for local and regional projects without being frustrated by spending valuable time searching unsuccessfully through the directories of individual organizations and depending serendipitous contacts.  This information should be updated yearly and placed on the internet for easy access through simple search functions.  This is one project that has the potential to greatly impact Texas wildlife.    

Other forms of facilitation could apply and TPWD must take the lead on this process, showing good faith to other organizations.  This is not to say that TPWD must lead all ventures or be the larger benefactor for all projects; however TPWD should lend support to ensure that conservation goals are met and quality projects are funded and completed.  This role is critical to meeting the goals of this strategy as well as the goals of our partnering organizations.   

Partnerships with Mexico 
One of the most pressing partnership needs is to establish a relationship with agencies comparable to TPWD in Mexico, especially the four northeast states of Tamaulipas, Nuevo Leon, Coahuila, and Chihuahua.  Unlike other states in the US, Texas shares a border of over 1250 miles with these four Mexican states.  This border cuts across numerous ecoregions with their variety of habitats beginning with the tropical mouth of the Rio Grande to the Chihuahuan Desert at El Paso.  As such, while most species of concern in Texas are endemics, a sizeable portion are shared with Mexico, either with a peripheral portion of the geographic range of a Neotropical species just crossing into Texas or with most of the geographic range of the species occurring in Texas or adjacent states but a peripheral portion or the wintering range of the species occurring in Mexico or countries to the south.  In the latter cases, Texas serves as the steward for the main part of the species’ population or for the summer breeding population.  What happens to the south directly affects the overall viability of the species.

Existing partnerships include cooperative research projects on the conservation status of endangered species of birds such as Black-capped Vireos, Golden-cheeked Warblers and Piping Plovers in Texas and Mexico, game birds such a White-winged Doves in Mexico, ocelots and jaguarundis in Mexico and Texas and various plants found in the borderlands along each side of the Rio Grande.  These research projects are being carried out by Texas NGO partners such as The Nature Conservancy and Environmental Defense along with USFWS and various universities such as Texas A&M University, Kingsville, and Texas State University.  In Mexico researchers from various universities, but especially Universidad Autonima de Nuevo Leon in Monterrey, and the NGO Pronatura Noreste are important partners.  More recently overtures for cooperation and training have been received from the newly empowered management authorities in Tamaulipas, Nuevo Leon, Coahuila and Chihuahua and are being developed with TPWD.  Two cross border meetings have already been held and the results indicate a strong desire to continue expanding the relationship.
In addition to continuing and even expanding the existing cooperative research projects on endangered birds and mammals as well as surveying and monitoring T&E plants along the borderlands, other priorities should be considered.  Research on the population status of T&E species of mammals, birds, reptiles and amphibians, fish and invertebrates that occur along the border must be developed.  Surveying of known sites and finding new sites and then monitoring the species on both sides of the border, but especially in northeastern Mexico,  is required,   Gathering base-line genetic data and determining the phylogeographic relationships of the species is critically needed as some recent studies of this nature have shown that the northern peripheral populations of Neotropical species entering Texas actually represent distinct species that are confined to these unique habitats so common in the border region.

Successes, Outcomes and Deliverables 

Because of the sheer scope of the primary priority conservation actions and developmental state of each action project, it is not possible to define all specific outcomes and deliverables that should be products of these projects, although many actions do list suggested successes, outcomes, and deliverables.  All of these ventures need to be developed more fully with specific outcomes defined that would constitute success. Success and deliverables will be different for each project.  As each project is undertaken, care should be taken to define those specific variables appropriate for the project and time frame.  The appropriate location to define these outcomes is within the grant application that is filed by each project manager.  This gives the decision making body the ability to determine whether the project will meet the goals of the CWCS.  This will be imperative to monitoring and assessing the fitness of the strategy over the five years between updates.   
