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Shorebird nesting island during spring
Waterfowl loafing island during winter


DEFINITION
A structure installed to replace or modify a missing or deficient wildlife habitat component.

PURPOSE
To provide a structure in proper amounts, locations and seasons to enhance or sustain non-domesticated wildlife.  Or, to modify an existing conservation structure that poses a hazard to wildlife.

WHERE USED
This practice applies to all lands where planting or managing vegetation fails to meet the short-term needs of the species or guild under consideration, and where a State-approved wildlife habitat assessment identifies the need to provide for missing or deficient wildlife habitat components such as loafing, escape, nesting, rearing, roosting, perching and/or basking habitat. 

RESOURCE MANAGEMENT SYSTEM 
Wildlife structures are normally established concurrently with other practices as part of a resource management system for a conservation management unit.  Prior to installing a wildlife structure other resource concerns to wildlife should be addressed.  For example where invasive or noxious species exist, treatments that eradicate or control measures typically disturb existing plant communities and often require planting of native or naturalized plants (conservation cover, hedgerow planting, range seeding, and riparian forest buffer).  Newly established plant communities often lack adequate cover and shelter.  Installing brush or rock piles can provide long-term shelter/cover until plant community naturally provides such cover. 




WILDLIFE BENEFITS

DEVELOPMENT AND MANAGEMENT OF NESTING/LOAFING ISLANDS 
Developing and managing suitable nesting habitat associated with agricultural fields and shallow water areas can provide supplemental nesting, loafing, hiding, and feeding areas for waterfowl, shorebirds and wading birds.  California’s Central Valley provides important habitat for migratory birds.  In a state where over 90% of the natural wetland habitat has been lost, many birds use agricultural fields and associated habitat for nesting, foraging, and resting. 
The Sacramento Valley supports 33 species of shorebirds averaging around 300,000 annually.  It is only one of two inland sites in Western North American that supports tens of thousands of shorebirds. The Sacramento Valley supports breeding black-necked stilt, American avocets, killdeer and black terns, including over 74% of breeding stilts, and 37% of avocets.  With shorebird breeding averages in rice fields of around 22,000 stilts, and 4,000 avocets, rice remains the key breeding habitat for 98% of a stilts and 93% of all avocets nesting and brood rearing in the Sacramento Valley.  
Since 1990, an average of 2 million ducks and 650,000 geese are known to use the Sacramento Valley annually.  For breeding waterfowl, mallards are the most numerous.  Since 1992, the average breeding population for mallards in the Sacramento Valley has been an estimated 132,000, which is 36% of the State’s breeding population of 364,000.  The abundance of breeding mallards in the Sacramento Valley is largely attributed to the availability of rice fields.  In addition to mallards, about 7,000 gadwall and 6,000 cinnamon teal also nest in the Sacramento Valley annually.  
Developing islands would provide suitable nesting habitat for shorebirds and waterfowl while also minimizing disturbance from farming activities and significant threats from predators.  Providing suitable nesting habitat adjacent to shallow water habitat provides safer foraging areas to better ensure duckling and chick survival. 
Shorebird nests consist of shallow depressions in the bare earth, preferring to nest in sparsely vegetated habitats.  Vegetation will be controlled on portions of the islands to be attractive to shorebirds.  Shorebird chicks leave the nest within a few hours of hatching and the sides of the islands will be gradually sloped to provide easier access to water for newly hatched chicks.
Mallards will nest on upland sites with dense vegetation at least 16” high to reduce detection by avian and mammalian predators.  Older duck broods will use less vegetated areas as loafing habitat and use raised areas for roosting.  This is especially important at night when the hen is brooding her ducklings.
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NESTING/LOAFING ISLANDS SPECIFICATIONS
Requirements:
What are nesting / loafing islands? Nesting/loafing islands are islands created within flooded agricultural fields that are intended to increase breeding habitat for waterbirds, particularly shorebirds and waterfowl.  Species that nest on the ground are particularly susceptible to predation and the islands may provide some protection.  Unvegetated areas on islands may be used by breeding shorebirds while vegetated areas are the preferred habitat of most duck species.  The breeding season is from March- July.  
This practice involves constructing, maintaining, and monitoring loafing structures to provide nesting/loafing cover for shorebirds, waterfowl, and waterbirds.  This practice applies to croplands grown to rice or other crops capable of being managed for shallow water management objectives, where a habitat appraisal guide has identified that nesting/loafing cover is a limiting factor for waterbirds or other wetland wildlife.  Use of this practice is especially important where natural recovery of that habitat element is either unlikely or will take many years to naturally develop.  Islands need to be managed for breeding habitat from March - July.  Vegetated areas can be used for breeding waterfowl.  Encourage some non-vegetated areas for breeding shorebirds.

 (
Example of a loafing island that benefits both shorebirds and ducks during the winter.
)  	                                         [image: ]
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· Determine if shallow water areas are a limiting factor for the targeted species using the Wildlife Habitat Evaluation Guide (WHEG)  
· Islands will be a minimum of 800 sq ft above the waterline.  Exact configuration for an island can be modified but shall be a minimum of 20 feet in width.  With a twenty foot width, the length would be 40 feet to meet the minimum area above waterline.  Equipment width may be the biggest limiting factor on determining island width.
· Islands shall be no closer than 50 feet from any bank or rice check levee.
· Three island minimum per project
 (
Recently built elliptical island in a Critical Habitat Pond
) (
Islands constructed in Critical Habitat Ponds
:
All three islands can be installed in 
a 
pond five acres or larger
All other Critical Habitat Ponds may have one island per 1.5 acres of pond
Slopes between 8:1 and 10:1
O
ne foot freeboard 
Any variation from these requirements must be approved by NRCS with the appropriate justification.
Sunken blinds are permitted on islands but require additional size of square footage to offset the footprint of a maximum area equal to a four man sunken blind.
)[image: ]



· Constructing islands with sufficient moisture is necessary to maintain the structural integrity of the islands. Islands that settle or erode through overtopping during flood events may not provide one foot freeboard or minimum size of 800 sqft.  The proper moisture content will be determined by inspection during the placement operation.  The soil should contain sufficient moisture so that the soil will maintain a ball shape when squeezed in the hand.  
·  (
Pneumatic tired equipment - The maximum layer thickness before compaction shall be six inches.  A loaded carryall may be considered a pneumatic roller.  The wheels of this equipment must pass over 90 percent of the surface of each lift before a new lift is placed.
Track laying equipment - (bulldozer) - The maximum layer thickness before compaction shall be four inches.  The tracks of the equipment must pass over 90 percent of the surface of each lift before a new lift is placed.  
Invasive plant management shall follow methods approved by the County Agricultural Commissioner. 
)Compaction is important especially in low areas experiencing over-topping when basins flood and can be achieved using one of two methods:
                                                                                                   [image: ]     
 (
I
sland managed for nesting ducks
)


· Islands shall be free from disturbance from March - July when nesting or loafing waterfowl and shorebirds may be using these islands.  If noxious or invasive plant control methods must occur between March and July, attempts will be made to conduct a nest search.  If nests occur contact a NRCS biologist to assist in relocation of eggs.  (requirement)



Planning considerations:
· Construction can be achieved with several types of equipment including a scrapper, dozer or motor grader. 
· Elliptical shaped islands reduce wind induced erosion.
· Equipment should be cleaned to reduce the spread of noxious or invasive plants to croplands or adjacent properties.
· Mowing or spraying in the late spring before flood-up will create more bare ground area that will make these islands more suitable for nesting shorebirds. 
· Islands mowed in the late fall to a height of 4” will provide suitable loafing areas for waterfowl and shorebirds.  
· Mowing in the late fall also gives sufficient time for new grass to reach a minimum 16” for safe waterfowl nesting habitat.

OTHER CONSIDERATIONS
Planning Considerations
· Consider planning additional practices, such as other options under Structures for Wildlife (649), Conservation Cover (327), and any other practice needed to properly manage nesting / loafing habitat and associated upland areas essential to maintaining growing populations of waterbirds. 
· Prior to construction of nesting or loafing islands, landowners should check with their local county planning departments to ensure proper compliance with local grading regulations and permit requirements.
· Consider the timing and type of pesticides and fertilizers applied to areas with rice fields. Attempt to use nontoxic chemicals.
General Operations and Maintenance
· Enhanced rice levees are not permanent levees therefore seepage may occur due to crayfish and beaver activity.  Routine maintenance can ensure the proper impoundment of water.
· Any use of fertilizers, mechanical treatments, prescribed burning, pesticides and other chemicals shall not compromise the capability of the practice to provide habitat for the target species.
· Exclude livestock from shallow water areas and wetlands, especially levees and around water control structures. 
REFERENCES
California Department of Fish and Game, Breeding Waterfowl Survey 1992-2011, CA Depart Fish & Game, Sacramento, CA, USA, Unpublished Data
Personal Communication Greg Yarris, Science Coordinator, Central Valley Joint Venture 
Personal Communication Rodd Kelsey and Monica Iglecia, Audubon California.
Personal Communication Catherine Hickey and Khara Strom, PRBO Conservation Science. 
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, Mid-Winter Waterfowl Survey 1990-2011, Pacific Flyway, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, Portland, Oregon.
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Client:
	
	Date:
	

	Location:
	
	County/RCD:
	

	Contract #:
	
	Tract/Field:
	

	Planner:
	
	Acres:
	



	
	Targeted Species:
	

	Purpose:
	

	Number, Size, & Slopes:
	

	Materials:
	

	Operation and Maintenance:
	



	Timing of Installation
	

	Conservation Measures
	


	Comments:
	






DESIGN APPROVAL:

[bookmark: Text21][bookmark: Text42][bookmark: Text22]Design Approved by:/s/ 	     _		        Job title:      			            Date:      	

	Practice Code
NO.
	PRACTICE
	LEAD
DISCIPLINE
	CONTROLLING
FACTOR
	UNITS
	JOB CLASS

	
	
	
	
	
	I
	II
	III
	IV
	V

	649
	Structures for Wildlife
	Biologist
	Types of Structures
	Number
	Basic
	1
	2
	3
	>3

	This practice is classified as Job Class (check one):  
	[bookmark: JC1]|_|
	|_|
	|_|
	|_|
	|_|




CLIENT’S ACKNOWLEDGEMENT STATEMENT:
The Client acknowledges that:
a.	They have received a copy of the specification and understand the contents and requirements.
b. It shall be the responsibility of the client to obtain all necessary permits and/or rights, and to comply with all ordinances and laws pertaining to the application of this practice.
[bookmark: Text131][bookmark: Text132]Accepted by:/s/	     				                      Date:     		
Structures for Wildlife –Nesting/Loafing Islands (649H)
Conservation Practice 649H – Implementation Requirements                                  April 2015

[bookmark: _GoBack]
Page 6 of 7                                                                   NRCS  CA
			April 2015
CERTIFICATION:
	Monthly Inspection Dates
	Year 1
	Year 2
	Year 3

	Initial Installation
	
	
	

	First Inspection
	
	
	

	Second Inspection
	
	
	

	Third Inspection
	
	
	

	Final Inspection
	
	
	



	Additional observations and/or recommendations:





I have completed a review of the information provided by the client or have conducted a site visit and certify this practice has been applied according to NRCS standards and specifications.
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The U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) prohibits discrimination in all of its programs and activities on the basis of race, color, national origin, age, disability, and where applicable, sex (including gender identity and expression), marital status, familial status, parental status, religion, sexual orientation, political beliefs, genetic information, reprisal, or because all or part of an individual's income is derived from any public assistance program. (Not all prohibited bases apply to all programs.) Persons with disabilities who require alternative means for communication of program information (Braille, large print, audiotape, etc.) should contact USDA's TARGET Center at (202) 720-2600 (voice and TDD).  To file a complaint of discrimination, write to:  USDA,  Assistant Secretary for Civil Rights;  Office of the Assistant Secretary for Civil Rights;  1400 Independence Avenue, S.W., Stop 9410;  Washington, DC 20250-9410  Or call toll-free at (866) 632-9992 (English) or (800) 877-8339 (TDD) or (866) 377-8642 (English Federal-relay) or (800) 845-6136 (Spanish Federal-relay). USDA is an equal opportunity provider and employer. 
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