Excerpts from the ACJV Strategic Plan 2009 Update related to Landscape Conservation and Climate Change
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Relationship to Broader Landscape Conservation Initiatives (page 5)
The Atlantic Coast Joint Venture uses a collaborative approach to landscape conservation for birds that is broadly applicable to the conservation of other wildlife and fish species.  This broader landscape conservation approach has been articulated by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service and U.S. Geological Survey as “Strategic Habitat Conservation” (U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service  2006b).  In its Climate Change Strategic Plan for the 21st Century, The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service recognizes the need to use a landscape conservation approach to address climate change impacts and to develop shared networks of expertise in biological planning and conservation design that they refer to as “landscape conservation cooperatives” (U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service  2009).  Other agencies and organizations are utilizing similar approaches (such as Maine Department of Inland Fisheries and Wildlife though their Beginning with Habitat program and The Nature Conservancy through their Conservation by Design approach). The ACJV relates to these broader landscape conservation approaches in several ways.  First, as it develops plans and tools to guide and evaluate conservation decisions for birds, the joint venture works collaboratively with other partnerships on the development of plans and tools that guide decisions based on conservation of other wildlife and fish.  These plans and tools will include those that address the impacts due to climate change and adapt management strategies based on that information. Second, in the delivery of habitat conservation for birds, the ACJV will work collaboratively to identify opportunities for expanding or modifying conservation actions to better address the broader needs of fish and wildlife while still meeting objectives for birds.  These collaborations may result in shared capacity (funding and positions) among these partnerships for landscape conservation of all wildlife and fish.  The ACJV will work closely with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service to ensure that the development of landscape conservation cooperatives builds on rather than duplicates existing joint venture partnerships.
Impacts and Conservation Strategies Related to Climate Change (pages 9-13)
Background 
Since the 2004 Atlantic Coast Joint Venture (ACJV) strategic plan, there has been increased recognition and understanding that the earth’s climate system is changing at an accelerating pace in large measure due to human influences.  Projected temperature and precipitation changes will affect the distribution and abundance of plant and animal populations at landscape scales.  An estimated 20-30% of plant and animal species are expected to be at increased risk of extinction (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, 2007).  In particular in the ACJV area, sea level rise will be a major impact with a predicted average, relative rise of at least 69 cm in much of the joint venture by 2100 and the possibility of even higher relative sea level rise in some areas such as the mid Atlantic states.  Changing precipitation and temperature will affect the distribution and composition of wetland and upland communities and the bird species that depend upon them in the eastern United States.  Some natural communities such as high elevation spruce-fir forests will be greatly reduced in extent or even extirpated from the ACJV area. Changing climate patterns will also affect the phenology of birds, their habitats and their food sources.  There is a need for coordinated planning and response at multiple spatial scales (flyway, ecoregion, state and local) to address impacts from climate change on wildlife.  The ability of agencies and organizations to respond effectively to climate change will also have a major influence on conservation funding in the future with additional funds for conservation programs that effectively address climate change.  

As a regional partnership of federal, state and regional conservation agencies and organizations, the ACJV is well positioned to coordinate assessments of the impacts of climate change and to implement conservation strategies to address these impacts at flyway and ecoregional scales that complement ongoing and planned climate change assessments by other federal, state and NGO partners.
Potential Roles for the Atlantic Coast Joint Venture Related to Climate Change
Development of Models and Conservation Design Tools

An important role for the joint venture is to work with science partners such as U.S. Geological Survey and universities to develop information on bird population-habitat relationships that will allow for an understanding on the current capability of habitats in the ACJV to support bird and associated wildlife populations and an understanding of how changes in habitats in the future due to climate change and other factors (e.g., urban growth) will affect bird and associated wildlife populations.  This information on future habitat patterns and capacity can be used to more effectively guide habitat conservation actions.  The joint venture and research partners are currently involved in pilot projects to evaluate the best approaches for developing models and conservation design tools that can be applied across the joint venture area.  As part of these modeling efforts, U.S.G.S. and others will work with climate change modelers to develop down-scaled climate models that are at a scale and in a format that is more useful for assessing impacts to wildlife.  One example of a pilot project is the Designing Sustainable Landscapes multistate grant project that is being conducted by North Carolina State University, Auburn University, USGS and ACJV partners in the South Atlantic Coastal Plain that is using data layers and methods that are applicable across the eastern United States.   
Monitoring of Landscape Change and Populations

There is a need for better coordinated and designed monitoring to understand whether and how rapidly climate change is affecting birds and other wildlife.  The joint venture can play a role in designing and coordinating monitoring efforts at scales that will allow for assessments of impacts on populations.  Examples include northeast coordinated bird monitoring, coordinated marsh bird monitoring on the Atlantic Coast and the flyway-scale waterbird (shorebird waterfowl and wading bird) monitoring being developed by the USFWS and partners.  These monitoring programs should be designed so that they can detect climate change impacts (including changing phenology) on migratory birds and guide management decisions.  

Regional coordination and tools for state adaptation planning for migratory birds

Several states in the ACJV area are incorporating climate change adaptation planning and species vulnerability assessments into their State Wildlife Action Plans.  There is a need for regional scale assessments and planning to match up these state efforts so that there is consistency and clear relationships between state planning and regional, continental and range-wide bird plans and conservation delivery.  The ACJV can play a role in seeking, funding and facilitating these regional assessments and stepping down and relating them to the state level.

Habitat and species vulnerability assessments

There are a number of habitat types and related species that are likely to be highly impacted by climate change in the ACJV area.  ACJV partners should coordinate efforts to assess and address impacts to these habitat types.  These habitats and species include the following types.

Coastal wetlands including salt, brackish and freshwater tidal marshes will be reduced, shifted and altered due to sea level rise affecting species such as seaside sparrow, salt marsh sharp-tailed sparrow, willet, king rail, black rail, American black duck and wading birds that depend upon these wetlands.  These impacts are likely to be particularly severe in certain areas of the ACJV such as the Chesapeake Bay where the relative rate and level of sea level rise is expected to be highest. 

Other intertidal areas such as mudflats and sand flats used year-round by many birds including dabbling ducks, geese, and shorebirds such as short-billed dowitcher and greater yellowlegs will be impacted by greater inundation and erosion in some areas.

Beaches used by beach-nesting birds such as the federally listed threatened piping plover, least tern and American oystercatcher and by shorebirds during migration such as sandering, red knot and semipalmated sandpiper will be impacted by greater inundation and erosion and more frequent and severe storm events.

For all of these coastal habitats, the joint venture can play a role by developing accurate sea-level rise models and coastal bird species-habitat models to assess impacts, by guiding conservation to those areas that allow these habitats to persist or migrate and by facilitating restoration efforts that maintain these habitat types (including managed wetlands) and sustain coastal bird populations.

High-elevation forests (primarily spruce-fir used by species such as Bicknell’s thrush) will only persist at the highest elevations and most northern parts of the joint venture, a greatly reduced area in the eastern United States.  The joint venture can work with groups such as the International Bicknell’s Thrush Conservation Group to understand range-wide impacts and guide international efforts to sustain this and other species using these restricted habitat types.

Terrestrial habitats including forests, shrublands and grasslands will be affected by shifting temperature and precipitation patterns.  These impacts will be exacerbated by other ongoing impacts from urban growth, shifts in the distribution of coastal communities, invasive species, disease, fire suppression and other factors.  The joint venture can play a role in increasing understanding of these multiple impacts, determining the most vulnerable species and guiding conservation based on this information.

Freshwater wetlands will similarly be affected by multiple stressors including those listed above as well as by changing hydrology exacerbated by already altered hydrology in many areas. Precipitation patterns and frequency may be different in different parts of the joint venture (i.e. greater precipitation in the northeast and less in the southeast). The joint venture can play a role in increasing understanding of these multiple impacts, determining the most vulnerable species and guiding conservation based on this information.  
Consideration of Climate Change in Selection and Funding of Projects

The adaptation planning described above should be used to help guide conservation funding to the highest priority actions that will help sustain species and habitats most affected by climate change.  Guidance and decision support tools would help ACJV partners allocate their agency and organization funding based on likely future impacts to habitats and bird populations from climate change.  Ranking of grants by the ACJV for North American Wetlands Conservation Act funding should consider these likely climate change impacts.  
Incorporate Mitigation into Habitat Conservation through Carbon Sequestration

Where appropriate, conservation actions should be designed to sequester carbon and mitigate the impact of climate change.  Conservation actions that may sequester carbon include restoring forests to areas that have been previously cleared, increasing the length of forest rotations in managed forests and maintaining or restoring wetlands and grasslands.  For these projects the ACJV partners should actively seek funding from the carbon cap and trade market.

Impact of Renewable Energy on Birds

The impact of onshore and nearshore wind power development  and other renewable energy development on birds should be evaluated proactively and cumulatively so that these developments are sited to minimize impacts to birds and the impacts are mitigated.

Overall Coordination between Federal, State and NGO Efforts to Respond to 
Climate Change
There are a number of efforts already underway to address climate change.  The ACJV can play a role in coordinating these efforts at the regional and ecoregional scale.  Examples of these ongoing initiatives include the following.

The USFWS has a Strategic Plan to respond to accelerating climate change that includes developing regional and field technical capacity for landscape conservation and climate change adaptation in regionally based partnerships called landscape conservation cooperatives.  The joint venture should play a lead role in these cooperatives building upon the existing partnerships with federal, state and regional agencies and organizations.

The USGS has a new National Climate Change and Wildlife Science Center designed to provide information for wildlife adaptation planning.  The joint venture should work closely with USGS to ensure that downscaled climate change information is at the appropriate scale and in the appropriate format to help joint venture partners assess the impact on climate change on habitats and populations. 
A number of states have begun planning to address impacts of climate change within their boundaries and organizations (e.g., Manomet Center for Conservation Sciences and National Wildlife Federation) are assisting them.  The joint venture should work to ensure coordination among these efforts at the regional scale.

Resources Needed to Effectively Address Climate Change in the ACJV

In order to coordinate and support the planning and implementation efforts related to climate change, the ACJV will need additional science and technical capacity that best complements the capacities that already exist in partner agencies and organizations and any planned additional capacity in partner organizations.
