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INTRODUCTION

Under the Food, Conservation, and Energy Act of 2008 (2008 Farm Bill) several NRCS programs including the Environmental Quality Incentives Program (EQIP), the Wildlife Habitat Incentive Program (WHIP), the Healthy Forests Reserve Program (HFRP), and the Wetlands Reserve Program (WRP) were the primary programs providing financial and technical assistance to help producers and landowners plan and implement conservation practices to conserve biodiversity and restore and maintain fish and wildlife habitat, including habitat for pollinators and rare and declining species. 

The California State Fish and Wildlife Plans play a role in the distribution of NRCS Program funds by identifying those highest priority habitats and fish and wildlife species targeted by each state. High-priority conservation practices to address fish and wildlife resource concerns include:

· Wetland restoration, enhancement, or creation;
· Upland and wetland wildlife habitat management;
· Restoration and management of rare and declining habitats;
· Prescribed grazing;
· Hedgerow Planting;
· Riparian forest buffer; and 
· Stream habitat improvement and management.

The objectives and priorities identified in this plan help facilitate the creation, restoration, and enhancement efforts of key wildlife habitats and targeted species in the state. Species and habitats identified in the California plan in conjunction with national priorities shall serve as the basis for allocation of funds to California. Collaboration with our local, state and federal wildlife partners, allowed for the development of this plan and the identification of wildlife habitat concerns throughout California. This plan also addresses the implementation, project selection, and administration of the 2008 Farm Bill programs in California

NATIONAL PRIORITIES

The California NRCS State Fish and Wildlife Plan adheres to the mission goals of the National Strategic Plan to improve and manage essential habitats that benefit at-risk and declining species.  National program priorities are:
· to promote the restoration of declining or important native wildlife habitats
· to protect, restore, develop, or enhance wildlife habitat of at-risk species (candidate species, and State and Federally listed threatened and endangered species)
· to reduce the impacts of invasive species on wildlife habitats;  and 
· to protect, restore, develop or enhance declining or important aquatic wildlife species’ habitats.

NRCS has implemented a broad spectrum of initiatives since January of 2009 that provide direct benefits to native fish and wildlife. These initiatives enable NRCS to more effectively address priority natural resource concerns by delivering systems of practices, primarily to the most vulnerable lands within geographic focus areas. In California technical and financial assistance is provide to address resource issues through two of these National Initiatives: 

Bay Delta Initiative 
The Bay Delta Initiative aims to improve water quantity and quality in the Bay Delta area of California for over 23 million people and irrigation water to four million acres of farmland.  Water quantity and quality improvements will benefit the millions of migrating birds and thousands of imperiled fish spawning in rivers of the Central Valley and streams of the surrounding Coast Range and Sierra Nevada. 

Sage-grouse Initiative
The sage-grouse initiative is conserving the Greater Sage-Grouse and Bi-State populations by restoring their habitat and improving the productivity of ranching operations in 11 western states.  In California, the distribution of Greater sage-grouse exists in only Modoc, Lassen counties, while the Bi-State population exists only in Mono and Inyo counties.

CALIFORNIA OBJECTIVES

California Species Priorities

Following the lead of the state’s comprehensive wildlife strategy “California Wildlife: Conservation Challenges”, NRCS California will focus on enhancing and managing habitats that benefit at-risk species.  Consideration will be for those species identified as State or Federal endangered, threatened, proposed, candidate, rare, fully protected or species of special concern.  Ideally California would like to fund projects that benefit species in all of these categories.  Funding consideration will focus on all applications that provide benefits for the top ranked priority first.  Funding projects providing benefits for lower priority species is dependent on funding and the number of applications benefiting our highest priority group of species. Species groups are prioritized in the following order:
· Fish and wildlife species identified as endangered, threatened, proposed, candidate, fully protected and State Species of Special Concern (Appendix A). NRCS biologists and members of the STAC Wildlife Committee encouraged addition of “selected” species warranting highest priority consideration.  The “selected” species included in this group are Steelhead, Greater sage-grouse, Tricolored blackbird, Western burrowing owl, Foothill yellow-legged frog, Western pond turtle, and Pollinators. 
· Plant species identified as endangered, threatened, proposed, candidate, rare or fully protected plant. (list at http://www.dfg.ca.gov/whdab/pdfs/TEPlants.pdf)

California Habitat Priorities 

The WHIP funds will be targeted on enhancing those habitats which these at-risk species depend upon for a portion of their life history.  Our objective is to implement restoration and management practices on habitats that provide at-risk species access to water, food and shelter as well as corridors for seasonal migration.  Priority is given for the following factors:
· Restoration or management of the habitat within the project site may involve either actively planting native species, or managing for the stressors currently degrading the functions and values of that habitat. Ecosystems degraded by invasive plants will only be considered when invasives are treatable to a tolerable level and not susceptible to reinvasion. A key component of invasive species projects is the planting of herbaceous and woody native species adapted to the conditions on site.

· Projects with the restoration or enhancement potential of the following rare and declining habitats in California1:
· Native grasslands (all kinds)
· Alkali sink scrub
· Central Valley riparian oak forest
· Sagebrush steppe 
· Old growth forests
· Coastal redwood forests
· Riparian forests
· Coastal sage scrub in southern California
· Coastal mixed chaparral in southern California
· Wetlands (all types)
· Large streams
· And other habitats that NRCS Area and local biologists determine meet criteria

· Projects surrounded by beneficial habitat that connect to existing habitats and reduce fragmentation of these rare declining habitats. Restoration and enhancement projects can become sources for dispersing individuals that may increase recruitment of individuals into the population. 
· Projects located directly adjacent or close to existing habitat on fully protected properties will further connect larger patches of suitable habitat. Fully protected habitats are those habitats on private or public lands which are protected from development and other stressors that adversely affect species reproduction, recruitment, or survival. 
· Projects with perpetual protection from development or longer contracts where habitat is free from disruptive activities that can be associated with agriculture, some types of recreation. Although not fully protected from all disturbance, projects on properties with agricultural easements, especially those structured to provide flooded habitat for high priority wetland-dependent species
· Project size plays a role where larger projects more typically provide protections for the focal species
· Projects which have already secured permits or those not requiring permits
· Projects jointly funded by other agencies and groups
· Projects that provide connectivity for target species or key locations in the agricultural landscape like riparian corridors or edges of crop and pastureland. 

California funds addressing resource concerns of fish and wildlife will focus on developing wildlife habitat on all lands eligible under the 2008 Farm Bill and future Farm Bills. Although non-private lands are eligible through some programs, the program rules set a high threshold for funding projects that are not on private land. State, county, or local government owned lands can be eligible if, on a case by case basis, the State Conservationist concurs with the District Conservationist that acceptance of such land and the habitat improvement accomplishments are of sufficiently high priority to merit use of Farm Bill program resources. Federal lands are eligible only in those circumstances where the benefit is primarily on private lands. When funds are used on government-owned lands, there must be a clear connection between the habitat needs of a high priority wildlife resource and the location of the land.

To increase the effectiveness of our ongoing efforts to help people protect and enhance plant and animal communities on private lands, NRCS will facilitate the adoption of landscape-scale habitat protection plans that provide at-risk species access to water, food and shelter as well as corridors for seasonal migration and provide funds to help implement landscape-level conservation plans.

Cost Share Practices

All practices currently on the California’s Payment Schedule list will be available for landowners to incorporate in their Wildlife Habitat Development Plans (WHDP). These established cost share amounts will be made available to the applicants so that each applicant will know prior to signing their contracts how much funding is available from NRCS to implement the mutually agreed upon practices to restore or enhance habitat for targeted at-risk fish and wildlife species. 

Partnership Involvement 

NRCS will contribute information, education, technical and financial assistance to farmers, ranchers and other landowners and lessees interested in improving habitat conditions on lands that they manage. Technical assistance is provided in all offices throughout the state. Information and education to promote the Farm Bill programs will be through news articles, local conservation committees and select staff to insure coverage equally across the state. NRCS will administer the financial cost share portion of EQIP and other Farm Bill programs.

PRBO Conservation Science (PRBO) is a non-profit organization founded in 1965 as Point Reyes Bird Observatory. PRBO researches birds and ecosystems, creates management tools, leads field science training programs, and develops and delivers bird science education programs to advance biodiversity conservation in the west on land and at sea. PRBO Conservation Science is protecting nature’s health for wildlife and people. PRBO’s new Rangeland Watershed Initiative is an outreach program where PRBO Partner Biologists work collaboratively with NRCS Field Conservationist and ranchers to “re-water” and improve habitat in the watersheds of the Central Valley of California. The PRBO Partner Biologists provide “value added” assistance by more fully integrating the fish and wildlife disciplines into the planning (including habitat and stream assessments), design, implementation and monitoring of conservation practices on working ranch landscapes. 

The Xerces Society for Invertebrate Conservation is an international organization dedicated to preserving invertebrate wildlife. The Xerces Society’s Pollinator Conservation Program supports farmers and farm agencies with practical, science-based advice on how to support native crop-pollinating bees. When provided with habitat and protection from pesticides, native pollinators can significantly increase crop yields, building a direct bridge between the needs of agriculture and biodiversity conservation. Xerces’ work with the California NRCS provides education and training to NRCS staff and partners, research collaborations with the University of California system, and direct support for habitat restoration on farms across the state. Xerces Society conservationists hold TSP status and can assist in the development of pollinator habitat under the NRCS CAP program. The Xerces Society also supports farm management and the creation of habitat for other beneficial insects that help provide biological control of crop pests.

The U. S. Fish and Wildlife Service (FWS) contributes information, education, technical and financial assistance. The FWS provides technical assistance to NRCS field offices, when requested, to develop WHDP’s.  The FWS has the Partners for Wildlife Program and other habitat improvement cost-share programs available to landowners throughout the state. Projects funded under the programs focus on wetland, riparian and grassland restoration on private lands to benefit migratory birds, threatened and endangered species, anadromous fish, and others.  

Audubon California works with farmers and ranchers on habitat restoration projects in a manner compatible with existing agricultural operations. Audubon works closely with NRCS to implement these projects by providing technical assistance on restoration plans and implementation conservation practices.

The following groups and agencies play a less active role in EQIP delivery, but participate via the California State Technical Advisory Committee:

· California Department of Fish and Wildlife
· California Association of Resource Conservation Districts 
· California Waterfowl Association (CWA) 
· Defenders for Wildlife 
· California Cattleman’s Association (CCA)
· California Farm Bureau 
· Environmental Defense
· The Nature Conservancy (TNC)
· Ducks Unlimited
· California Wildlife Conservation Board
· Riparian Joint Venture
· National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS)
· Sustainable Conservation


Ranking Process

Ranking criteria developed by field, area, and state office biologists and the Fish and Wildlife Subcommittee of the State Technical Advisory Wildlife Committee are based on priorities established in the California State Fish and Wildlife Plan. This criterion emphasizes native habitat, Special Status species, and priority habitats in California. Due to the rapidly changing landscapes of California, funding priorities may be set each year based on input from the NRCS biologists, local work groups, and the Fish and Wildlife Subcommittee of the State Technical Advisory Committee.

As required by policy, the ProTracts software Web-based ranking tool will be used to document and score applications based on environmental ranking criteria. These ranking criteria were scored on site using the Field Ranking Worksheet. Applications will be given a numerical score based on the positive or negative responses to the questions. Projects will compete statewide for available funds (Single funding pool). 

Applications implementing practices meeting quality criteria addressing resource issues for the highest priority group of species (Fish and wildlife species identified as endangered, threatened, proposed, candidate, fully protected or the “FY2007 selected”) will be selected for funding consideration first during the initial screening process and assigned “high priority” status in the ProTracts system. Applications will be selected for funding from this group by the order of their scores. The highest ranked applications in this priority group will get funded first.  If funds are available, applications providing benefits to medium or lower priority groups will be funded based on the order of their scores.
 
Quality Assurance

In coordination with their respective Area office staff, NRCS field representatives will complete a status review of each contract before the end of the fiscal year, noting progress in applying the WHDP, need for revision, condition of practice installed, and need for technical assistance.

1. Complete a status review each fiscal year until all required practices are installed.  Reviews will be conducted with the contract cooperator, if possible.
2. Status reviews may be conducted at any time of year with scheduling concurrence with the landowner.
3. Expiring contracts must be reviewed at least 90 days before expiration.
4. The NRCS field representative may select the monitoring process as appropriate in conjunction with the status review.
5. Contracts found behind schedule and out of compliance may be targeted for cancellation or termination.


Measuring Program Success:

The NRCS will use an approved Wildlife Habitat Appraisal Guide (WHAG) for baseline and applied conditions.  Baseline wildlife habitat evaluations will be completed at the time the WHDP is developed.  Follow-up evaluations will be conducted the year all essential practices are installed, and the year of contract expiration.  

The following information will be collected:

1. Maintenance of previously applied practices.
2. Comparison of planned and actual habitats.
3. Evaluation of the wildlife population as compared to baseline conditions.
4. Photographs of contracted areas in conjunction with monitoring activities

NRCS field offices will report baseline and applied wildlife conditions in the Performance Results System (PRS) to account for wildlife habitat treated in their respective work areas.


Appendix A. State Special Animals List:
State of California, Department of Fish and Game, California Natural Diversity Database, “Special Animals (898 taxa)” January, 2011.
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