BALD EAGLE AND COTTONWOOD MANAGEMENT ALONG THE MISSOURI RIVER

In their 2000 and 2003 Biological Opinions, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) advised the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (Corps) that current river operations on the Missouri River as well as the continued maintenance of the Banks Stabilization and Navigation Project are likely to jeopardize the continued existence of the bald eagle, piping plover, least tern, and pallid sturgeon.  The USFWS recommended the following reasonable and prudent measures (RPM's) to minimize the take of bald eagles: (1) map and evaluate the current health of cottonwood forests that could provide habitat for bald eagles, (2) develop a management plan to allow for natural regeneration, periodic seed germination, and seedling establishment so that regeneration is maintaining pace with or exceeding mortality, and (3) ensure that no more than 10 percent of cottonwood forest habitat that is suitable for bald eagle habitat is lost during the project life.  Our presentation will discuss how the Corp is addressing the RPM's along the Missouri National Recreational River, the 59-mile stretch of the river between Yankton, South Dakota and Ponca State Park, Nebraska.

For the first RPM, the mapping and evaluating of the current health of cottonwood forests that could provide habitat for bald eagles has been started with a 5-mile test reach between river miles 777 and 782 along the Missouri National Recreational River between Yankton South Dakota and Ponca State Park, Nebraska.  The strategy is to outline areas of forest into what appears to be different land uses and age classes of cottonwood forests.  Then field check these polygons to see if the mapping is accurate to use for mapping the forests in that stretch.  From those maps, an overlay of eroding areas and bald eagle use will be overlaid using GIS techniques to see if there are trends in bald eagle use for both nesting and roosting sites.  Then the knowledge of these trends can be applied in a model to use along the entire stretch of the Missouri River.

The Corps has created a draft cottonwood restoration report to address the second RPM.  The report summarizes the basic biological criteria for selecting restoration sites, methods for restoring cottonwoods, and management techniques for cottonwood seedlings, based on both the scientific literature and discussions with land managers who have experience with cottonwood restoration on the Missouri River and other rivers.  In the summer of 2004, this report will be distributed to the cottonwood restoration team, which consists of members from various federal and state government agencies, tribes, universities, and non-profit organizations.  In the fall of 2004, the cottonwood team will meet to discuss potential restoration sites and seeding or planting methods and in the spring of 2005 initial cottonwood restoration efforts will begin.

