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Conservation practice standards are reviewed periodically, and updated if needed.  To obtain the current version of this standard, contact the Natural Resources Conservation Service.
DEFINITION
Constructed or enhanced natural cover provided to shelter various forms of upland and wetland wildlife.
PURPOSE
To provide shelter and cover, in proper amounts, locations and times to sustain wild animals that inhabit uplands or wetlands where such cover has been determined to be lacking during at least a portion of their lifecycle.
CONDITIONS WHERE PRACTICE APPLIES
On all lands where the decision maker has identified an objective for conserving a wild animal species, guild, suite or ecosystem. 
All lands within the range of targeted wildlife species and capable of supporting the desired habitat.
· Provide structure for loafing, escape, nesting, rearing, roosting, perching, or basking.
· Provide an escape, avoidance or exclusionary feature from otherwise life-threatening conditions.
· Provide alternative or supplemental cover when natural cover is not readily available.
· Isolate native species populations from non-natives. 
· Improve or restore habitat connectivity.

CRITERIA
General Criteria Applicable to all Purposes
Artificial nesting structures may be created and installed when it has been determined by an approved habitat appraisal method that a limiting factor of habitat is cover or shelter for a particular wildlife species.
If an approved habitat appraisal does not exist for a particular species refer to Table 1 and/or consult the WV NRCS State Biologist for guidance in determining necessary criteria.
 In West Virginia this evaluation the West Virginia Habitat Evaluation Technique (WVWHET) shall be utilized.  Other habitat appraisal methods and/or specifications developed by the West Virginia Division of Natural Resources (WVDNR) wildlife biologists may also be acceptable with concurrence of the NRCS state staff biologist.
Wildlife species that may require installation of artificial nesting structures include:
· native bees
· bats
· barn and screech owls
· various raptor species
· wood ducks
· bluebirds
· other species as identified by the NRCS State Biologist or WVDNR.
All structures must be placed in suitable habitats. 
For creation maintenance or enhancement of habitat for native bee species utilize the evaluation or appraisal methods outlined in the West Virginia Pollinator Handbook and any relevant subsequent guidance.
Refer to (644) Wetland Wildlife Habitat Management for a list of wetland dependent species such as wood duck; and information regarding the proper nesting structures and design parameters for those species.
 Structures shall be designed and installed to meet the target species biology and life history needs. 
Specifications for construction and installation of nesting structures shall follow the methods described in the Fish and Wildlife Habitat Management Leaflet Number 20 entitled Artificial Nesting Structures.  Other designs may be appropriate if approved by the State Biologist.
Materials utilized shall be durable and consist primarily of wood and have access for maintenance and cleaning. Preference shall be given to Cedar, Oak, Poplar, Hemlock and Cypress.
Entrance holes shall be sized according to target species. 
Application of this practice in combination with other supporting and facilitating practices shall result in a conservation system that will enable the planning area to meet or exceed the minimum quality criteria for wildlife habitat established in Section III of the FOTG for the appropriate Fish and Wildlife resource concerns.
Installation of structures and other disturbance (including monitoring) shall be restricted during critical periods such as nesting or brood rearing.  Infrequent exceptions may occur when certain disturbance causing activities are necessary to maintain the health of the community or control invasive or noxious species.
Table 1 provides a general recommendation as to the number of structures that would be suitable to install in this region.  More or less structures may be required depending on local site conditions or as recommended by the State Biologist or the West Virginia Division of Natural Resources. Refer to the Fish and Wildlife Habitat Management Leaflet Number 20 entitled Artificial Nesting Structures for information regarding appropriate opening size, height, and placement unless otherwise noted.
Table 1. Recommended Density of Structures per Acre of Suitable Habitat
	Species
	Density per acre of Suitable Habitat

	native bee species
	* 2 – 3 structures per acre

	bat species
	1 structures per 3 acres

	barn owl
	1 structure per 100 acres of grasslands

	screech owl
	1 structure per 250 acres

	squirrel
	2 per acre of woodland

	osprey
	1 per 1000 sq feet of open water

	wood duck
	3 per wetland acre (minimum of 100 ft. apart)

	Eastern bluebird
	5 per acre

	purple martin
	1 per acre

	prothonotary warbler
	2 per acre


* Refer to the WV Pollinator Handbook
CONSIDERATIONS
This practice may inadvertently affect the target species as well as non-target species through predations, disease transmission, nest parasitism, etc.  Consider the effects of this practice on species where populations have declined.
Consider attempting to create nesting habitat through snag creation as opposed to structures.
Consider the use of this practice to promote the conservation of declining species, including threatened and endangered species.  Contact the State Biologist to coordinate these activities.
Consider leaving nesting structures open or removal during winter months to deter mice.
Consider not utilizing buildings for some species as it creates difficulty in preventing predator control and installation of devices.
Consider offsite conditions or barriers that may inhibit daily and seasonal movement of selected wildlife.
Consider the establishment of warm season grasses to add diversity to nesting cover, winter cover and provision of food sources.
Consider unintended effects of pesticides and nutrient use on habitat quality.
Consider the use of the artificial nests by non-target species or nuisance species (e.g. house sparrows) and provide appropriate exclusion devices to prevent it.
Consider the use of this practice for use in biological control of insect vectors.
PLANS AND SPECIFICATIONS
NRCS shall ensure that plans and specifications for this practice are prepared by persons with adequate training in the fields of wildlife management, biology or ecology when appropriate.
Plans and specifications shall be transmitted to clients using NRCS approved specifications sheets, job sheets, or customized narrative statements included in the conservation plan.
At a minimum, plans and specifications will provide the following (as appropriate):
· Target species
· Identified area or habitat designated on the conservation plan map
· Quantity  of structures
· Approximate locations identified on the conservation plan map
· Construction material specifications and/or drawings
· Placement of structure including height, orientation, color, proximity to features and timing
· An environmental evaluation to include the CPA-52 or other acceptable environmental compliance documentation
· Operation and maintenance plan/schedule
OPERATION AND MAINTENANCE
The operation and maintenance shall include a schedule to:
· replace parts or coordinate repairs to nest structures
· clean structures (recommend at least semi-annually)
· evaluate structure usage on a regular basis in order to adapt the conservation plan and schedule of implementation.
· avoid periods when upland wildlife are nesting.
The following actions shall be carried out to ensure that this practice functions as intended throughout its expected life:
Nest structures should at a minimum be checked once per year in the fall or winter months prior to the breeding season in order to remove old nesting materials, mouse nests, insects or other debris. 
Nesting structures should be monitored throughout the nesting season to track usage, nesting success or remove undesirable or exotic species.
Structures shall be periodically cleaned (especially after young are fledged) to make it available for late and second nesting attempts. 
Nest checks should be completed quickly to minimize stress on parent birds and young. Intrusive monitoring of sensitive species (e.g., raptors, ospreys and barn owls) should be limited to prevent nest abandonment.
Nest monitoring results may be used by local birding organizations and state and federal government agencies to keep track of reproductive success and wildlife population trends.
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