
JVs and LCCs: thoughts on advancing Strategic Habitat Conservation

Joint ventures (JVs) are regional-scale, self-directed partnerships involving federal, state, and local government agencies, corporations, tribes, private citizens, and a wide range of non-governmental organizations.   SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1JVs deliver science-based planning, on-the-ground conservation, and evaluation in support of national and international bird conservation plans.   SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1JVs use a collaborative approach to landscape conservation and facilitate cooperation among partners to fund and implement priority actions identified in JV plans and conservation designs. Consensus built around JV plans facilitates the integration of the programs and objectives of individual partners into a broader effort. A number of JVs were established over 20 years ago, so have gained considerable expertise on partnership development and landscape-scale conservation. The adaptive management framework and methodologies developed by JVs (and others) formed the basis for the Strategic Habitat Conservation (SHC) approach adopted by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (FWS) and U.S. Geological Survey (USGS).
With the advent of SHC as an approach for working cross-programmatically to achieve FWS conservation goals, the need for greater capacity in conservation planning and design has become evident.  In addition, the recognition that FWS responses to threats from accelerating climate change will require similar capacities in science and planning led to the conception of regional-scale centers for biological planning and conservation design referred to as Landscape Conservation Cooperatives (LCCs). As proposed, LCCs will be created following the JV model, but with a multi-taxa purpose that is broader than the “all bird” focus of existing JVs. To solidify this broader approach, the FWS developed a national geographic framework by integrating existing boundaries of Bird Conservation Regions (BCRs) with Freshwater Ecoregions. The result is 22 Geographic Areas that will be the spatial reference for developing LCC capacity.  These boundaries largely follow aggregated BCR/JV boundaries and may provide an opportunity for JV-LCC synergy.
With significant funding included in the pending FY2010 appropriation for LCC and science capacity and the commitment of the FWS Directorate, LCCs are being proposed and developed in every FWS Region. This has led many FWS employees and partners to speculate on the relationship between JVs and LCCs.   Are these complementary or duplicative structures? Will JVs be asked or expected to assume the role of LCCs? Will the new science and planning capacity of LCCs supplant the existing and future role of JVs in biological planning and conservation design? Will non-FWS partners be asked to participate and contribute to LCCs as they have for JVs? The answers to these and other questions may not become clear until multiple LCCs become operational. The history of JVs has shown that the development of true partnerships and functional science capacity requires time and extensive coordination.  As the FWS moves forward with LCC development, these aspects of JVs should be considered:
· Established International Network of Partnerships – All state fish and wildlife agencies; several other federal agencies; dozens of international, national, and regional NGOs; and many other institutions and private citizens are actively engaged with one or more JVs. The ongoing investment and commitment these agencies and organizations have made to cooperative landscape conservation must be respected and acknowledged. Efforts to engage those same partners similarly with LCCs may be met with the response: “we don’t have the resources to participate in multiple landscape conservation partnerships”.    
· Existing Capacity – Many JVs have state-of-the-art capabilities for landscape conservation for birds and several have made strides incorporating climate change impacts and adaptation strategies in their conservation plans. Yet every JV has outstanding needs for additional science capacity to fully address climate change and other stressors impacting their biological resource objectives. 
· Biological Focus – JVs were first organized to implement the North American Waterfowl Management Plan. Over time, their focus (and capacity) has expanded to the full range of North American avifauna and some other species of priority with partners, such as Louisiana Black Bear, Pacific Salmon, and Copperbelly Water Snake.  In all cases, the conservation planning and delivery for birds through JVs have benefitted other taxa.  Thus, JVs have demonstrated the ability to expand their focus with new resources and partner support. The SHC approach used by JVs is based on population goals and so expansion of JV mission and capacity is dependent on the availability of biological knowledge and other resources for added species. 
Given that JVs are at different levels of advancement in terms of biological planning and conservation design for birds, it is possible that a variety of arrangements could serve to coordinate or integrate LCCs and JVs.  In some cases joint ventures are already well positioned to incorporate climate change variables and information into their biological planning models and design plans.  Furthermore, JV models and other planning tools may be appropriate for species beyond birds if relevant data and staff are available to expand their application.  In other cases, especially where new JV partnerships are just beginning their biological planning, LCCs could provide important added scientific capacity for existing JVs.  In either case, the additional scientific capacity that LCCs can bring provides a tremendous opportunity to advance landscape level biological planning and conservation design and the JVs are interested in moving forward together in the development of LCCs.
To succeed in this process, questions such as those posed above must be answered if SHC, JVs and LCCs are to advance and fulfill the expectations of the FWS and its partners. Advance consultation and coordination, both internally and externally, will be vital for developing both the scientific capacity and partner engagement and support necessary to accelerate the landscape conservation activities that are crucial to the FWS mission. 
With these thoughts in mind, the following actions are recommended:

1. The FWS and USGS should communicate externally about the LCC process and listen carefully to partners before creating any new structures.  The various partners involved in the joint ventures and other landscape scale initiatives have a lot of experience with working in landscape scale conservation partnerships.  Their advice and perspective will benefit LCC development and the science capacity of LCCs should be advantageous to them as well. 
2. Evaluate JV capacities with respect to the goals for LCCs and build on JV capacity, versus recreating or duplicating it. Keep in mind that some joint ventures are already moving beyond birds in their biological planning and conservation design.  In many cases, a relatively modest increase in resources is all that is needed for a joint venture to expand beyond bird conservation to other taxa.  This takes advantage of existing data and models and has the added benefit of easier integration into existing partnerships that are familiar with the strategic habitat conservation approach.

3. Consult directly with joint ventures and fish habitat partnerships regarding development and coordination of LCCs within the Geographic Areas in order to maximize resources, increase efficiency, reduce redundancy, and develop critical initial partnership engagement. In instances where a Geographic Area covers more than one joint venture or fish habitat partnership, encourage coordination of capacity building between the existing partnerships as there may be efficiencies to be gained by integrating these capacities into a virtual LCC. 

