Sheboygan River Area of Concern Breeding Bird Surveys Scope of Work- 2016 Repeat Verification Monitoring

Problem Definition/Background 
Developing a fish and wildlife management and restoration plan for the Sheboygan River Area of Concern (AOC) required synthesizing a variety of sources of background information.  When existing information needed for the conservation of biological diversity is not considered adequate for planning, a “biotic inventory” is conducted.  These inventory efforts focus on rare species and high-quality examples of native communities and include field surveys, as well as data collection, synthesis, and interpretation.  The scope and intensity of biotic inventory efforts vary according to the size and ecological complexity of the properties involved, as well as the amount of existing information available.  Breeding bird surveys are routinely conducted on properties as part of these efforts.  These surveys were initially conducted in 2011 in order to gather data, which was used in the development of the Rapid Ecological Assessment for the Sheboygan River Area of Concern.  These data helped to prioritize ecologically important sites and the conservation of rare species.  The breeding bird surveys will be conducted again in 2016 to help determine if the Sheboygan River AOC is meeting determined delisting targets in order to remove the “Degradation of Fish and Wildlife Populations” and the “Loss of Fish and Wildlife Habitat” Beneficial Use Impairments (BUIs). 

Project/Task Description 
The Sheboygan River AOC provides critical migrating and breeding habitat for birds. The habitat restoration projects identified by the Sheboygan River AOC Technical Advisory Committee were implemented in 2012.  The breeding bird surveys will provide detailed information on the current status of the bird populations along the Sheboygan River. 

Breeding bird surveys will be performed in the Sheboygan River AOC and its riparian corridor.  Data generated from these surveys will be used to do the following:  1) Assess the overall health and condition of breeding birds in the AOC; 2) Provide a comparison of current bird population data to baseline data from 2011 that is represented in the Rapid Ecological Assessment; 3) Serve as evidence in support or rejection of meeting the delisting targets of the “Degradation of Fish and Wildlife Populations” BUI; and 4) Serve as evidence of success of the habitat restoration projects through noted improvements in bird populations or available habitat. 

Methods
Following the WDNR NHI Landbird Survey Protocol – Off-Road Surveys, the surveyor will resurvey the 2011 points and record the date, time, GPS coordinates, and bird species found, along with information on breeding activities, habitat, and weather conditions.  For rapid assessments of breeding bird assemblages we will utilize the point count method of tallying all birds seen or heard at a given time and location.  This method is used to develop relative indices of presence/absence, relative abundance, and inferences about bird-habitat relations.  Surveyors will conduct breeding bird surveys at point locations established in 2011 within the Sheboygan River AOC and its riparian corridor.  New point count stations will be placed within habitat restoration areas and set a minimum distance of 250 meters apart to provide maximum coverage of new habitat restoration areas.  Additional new point count stations will be added as necessary to allow for an AOC-wide assessment of bird populations.  The number of stations per site will vary depending on site size.  Point count stations should NOT be: located within a cultivated field such as corn, soybeans, etc., located within a pine plantation, or located within a campground or picnic area.  At each location, surveyors will compile a list of bird species seen or heard, noting uncommon species encountered and high-quality habitats observed.  They will focus on Endangered, Threatened, Special Concern, and regionally rare species (target species), but all species encountered will be noted.  They will record the GPS coordinates of each point count survey location.  Below is additional information specific to each point count survey. 
Point Count Period and Duration:

• The survey period will begin a half hour before sunrise and end four hours after 
sunrise.

• The duration of point count surveys at each station will be 10 minutes.  Each 10- minute count 
will be separated into two different segments: from 0 to 5 
minutes, and from 5 to 10 
minutes.

• Travel time between stations should average from 15 to 20 minutes.

• Recording of birds should begin immediately upon reaching the point count station.

• Weather conditions, habitat descriptions and other data should be recorded following 
the 10-
minute count.

Weather Conditions and Data:

• Surveys should NOT be conducted during rain or heavy fog: continue through light drizzle.

• Surveys should NOT be conducted in steady winds greater than 10 mph – a “3” on the 
Beaufort Wind Scale (provided on Data Sheet).  

• The sky code, wind code, and temperature (°F) should be recorded at each point count 
station at the end of the bird survey and are provided on data sheets for reference.
Recording Bird Data:

• Record the species code for each individual bird in the location where it is first 
detected.

• Record all birds seen and heard within a 50-m radius of the point count station and 
beyond the 50m radius.

• Birds flying over the point count station should be recorded separately as “flyovers”.

• Use standard four letter codes for bird names, see http://www.uwgb.edu/birds/wso/.

• Birds seen or heard at a point station after the point count period has ended should be 
assigned to that station.  Likewise, birds seen enroute to the next station will be 
recorded on the station from which the observer just left.  A clean data sheet will 
always be used to start a new station.

Describing Habitat:

Population and habitat-based inventories can be used together to achieve a broad range of objectives at various spatial and biological scales.  It is crucial for each point count location to be referenced spatially (with GPS location) and include associated habitat information at that point.  This information assures the quality of data collected as time of year, habitat information, and location in the state are important information for validity of data. 

Forests and Savannas:

• Identify WDNR natural community type (if known), list dominant tree and shrub species, 
describe canopy, shrub, and herbaceous associates, and estimate tree size class (see 
below), percent canopy cover and percent understory cover to the best of your ability.

• Describe other features present (e.g., stream, snags, coarse woody debris, non-native species, 
etc.).  

Marsh, Meadows, and Grasslands:

• Identify WDNR natural community type (if known), list dominant herbaceous species, 
describe tree, shrub, and herbaceous associates, and estimate percent woody cover and 
percent cover of stiff-stemmed forbes (e.g., mullein) to the best of your ability.

• Describe other features present (e.g., stream, lake/pond, standing water, snags, hedgerows, 
non-native species, etc.).  

Tree size class:  

Seedling – A usually young tree smaller than a sapling. Trees less than 1 inch dbh.

Sapling – A usually young tree larger than a seedling but smaller than a poletimber tree. Trees ranging from 1 to 5 inches dbh.

Poletimber – A tree of a size between a sapling and a sawtimber tree.  Hardwood trees ranging in size from 5 to 11 inches dbh and conifers ranging in size from 5 to 9 inches dbh.

Sawtimber -- Trees with minimum diameter and length and with stem quality suitable for conversion to lumber. Hardwood trees larger than 11 inches dbh and conifers larger than 9 inches dbh

Equipment Needed:

• Route Map and Data Sheets (required - will be provided to surveyor) 

• Stopwatch/clock (optional can use GPS if preferred)

• Clipboard, pens/pencils, etc.

• GPS Unit (required) 

• Compass (optional)
Survey locations will be chosen based on the items requested in the final report.  The first survey locations will be repeated from the initial, baseline surveys done in 2011.  This will allow for a comparison of bird populations and changes that may have occurred from 2011 to 2016.  In addition, where baseline surveys do not overlap with habitat restoration areas along the Sheboygan River AOC, new survey locations will be added.  This will allow for an analysis of suitable habitat in the new restoration areas and indicate the health and condition of the bird populations in those new habitat restoration areas.  Survey sites will also be selected in order to provide an AOC-wide assessment of the health and condition of populations of birds and the availability of suitable habitat throughout the AOC.  The survey should only be done during the breeding bird season, which is June 1 – June 30 for Wisconsin.  Surveyors will identify the survey locations using recent aerial photos, USGS 7.5’ topographic maps, various Geographic Information System (GIS) sources, information from past survey efforts, and the expertise of  biologists familiar with the properties or with similar habitats in the region.  

After verification, WDNR NHI staff will enter rare species and high-quality natural community locations into the NHI database, the central repository for rare species and high-quality natural community data for Wisconsin.  All data added to the NHI database go through a quality control process to ensure their validity and accuracy.  
Surveyors will prepare a final report and supporting materials of inventory and monitoring results.  This report will discuss the findings for each site, include a comparison of bird populations from 2011 to 2016, provide detailed survey records, GPS coordinates of individuals encountered and important habitat features, and a summary of habitats present for birds on the lower Sheboygan River.  A comparison of bird populations from 2011 to 2016 in the previously surveyed areas will indicate the health and condition of the populations and how populations, density, etc. have changed over time.  A separate section of the report will specifically address bird populations’ health and condition in the new habitat restoration areas and note suitable habitat and which species are utilizing the new habitat.  An AOC-wide assessment will also be included in another section to address the overall health and condition of the bird populations and the availability of suitable habitat throughout the entire AOC area.  A summary will include discussion of ecologically important habitat areas and threats observed.  This report will present the findings of the survey and will include species presence and relative abundance.  In addition, the report will include an analysis of the bird surveys and whether the population data meets the delisting targets for the “Degradation of Fish and Wildlife Populations” BUI.  The bird data will be housed with the Natural Heritage Inventory (NHI) program.  

The breeding bird surveyor will be responsible for collecting the data as contracted, and will take corrective actions as needed.  Corrective actions will be documented in the field log or data report at the time of decision, and will accompany all reports after analytical results are returned.  If the WDNR biologists disagree with any identification made by the surveyor, the information will be kept on file, but will be disregarded in the final report and will not be added to the NHI database.  This action will be recorded and included in the final report.
Weather is the major variable for this work, but there will be enough time throughout the field season to coordinate survey effort so that optimal weather conditions can be met.  Also, since much of the land adjacent to the AOC is privately owned, access could be an issue.  Due to Wisconsin’s Public Trust Doctrine, the surveyor can legally use and perform surveys in all sections of the river itself, but cannot cross private lands to get to the river without permission.  The Project Leader and the surveyor will ensure that landowner permission is granted before any work is done on private property.  If necessary, alternative survey sites will be found.  

Project Timeline:

June, 2016— Breeding bird surveys completed.

January 1, 2017— Initial findings available.

April 1, 2017—Final report.

Quality Objectives & Criteria 
The primary objectives of this segment of the project are to conduct an inventory and comparison of current bird species to previous efforts in 2011, from select areas within the AOC; assess bird populations’ health and condition in the new habitat restoration areas noting suitable habitat and which species are utilizing the habitat; and assess bird populations’ health and condition throughout the entire AOC noting the availability of suitable habitat.  An additional objective of this segment of the project is to conduct an inventory of all bird species, focusing on Endangered, Threatened, Special Concern, and regionally rare species (target species) currently present in the AOC.  The information provided by surveyors from this project through a final report and data sheets will provide screening-level data, allow biologists and planners to understand the distribution of rare and representative species within the AOC, and provide comparison to species presence, distribution, and representativeness from the surveys performed in 2011.  These data will also contribute to the overall knowledge for certain rare species, identify threats to these populations, and provide evidence of the effects of the implemented habitat restoration improvements.  The information collected will be used to support or reject the delisting targets for the “Degradation of Fish and Wildlife Populations” BUI.  
Precision & Accuracy/Bias
This method of surveying birds does not support measurable precision nor

accuracy/bias calculations.  The surveyor chosen for this project will be knowledgeable and experienced, with identification skills that we trust.  All data will be verified by Richard Staffen, Zoologist.  Since a single person will be performing all of the surveys, the methods should be consistent among sites.  The surveyor will be required to use a GPS device that is accurate to 10 meters or better.

Data Representativeness
The primary purpose of this survey is to discover species presence, some general indices of relative abundance, and bird population health within this AOC.  Survey locations will be based upon previous surveys with new sites chosen to maximize the chance of discovering any rare species and assessing effectiveness of habitat restoration efforts and the condition of bird populations throughout the AOC as a whole as well as within habitat restoration areas.  Data collected in this fashion will be representative of current breeding bird habitat present at the selected sites within the AOC.

Comparability

The procedures used in this project will be comparable to those used in other Rapid Ecological Assessments performed by WDNR Bureau of Natural Heritage Conservation (NHC).  Surveyors will follow specific protocols to ensure that the study results will be repeatable.  Methods and procedures will be documented in the final report.
Completeness

The project completeness goal is 100%.  The contractor must deliver the specified report as a condition of the contract.

Special Training/Certification 
We will not be providing special training to the breeding bird surveyors.  They will be hired knowing that they are already fully qualified to perform the necessary tasks.  We will use a list of contractors that we have historically worked with in the past and any others that are recommended to us.  We will choose from this list based on location in the state for the project and the contractors’ knowledge of those landscapes, their availability, and interest.  We will generally choose from those who we know and trust from previous work that they will deliver the high-quality products required.  

Documents and Records 
Using Natural Heritage Inventory (NHI) methodology (see http://www.natureserve.org/prodServices/heritagemethodology.jsp), surveyors will document target rare breeding bird occurrences.  Target species are those listed on the Wisconsin Natural Heritage Working List.  Documentation will include a spreadsheet of target species locations that contains the following:  species common name, scientific name, waypoint number, Latitude & Longitude of waypoint taken (which should be in decimal degrees with Datum of WGS 84), number of individuals observed, date, habitat type, and observer name.  Surveyors will supply original Breeding Bird Survey Data Sheets.  In addition, surveyors will document sites that were surveyed without finding any target or common species, noting habitats present and what potential target species could utilize those areas.  Surveyors will prepare a final report summarizing these results.  The report will include uncommon species encountered, highlights of field surveys, and habitat notes as they relate to bird populations.  Documentation of private landowner contact will be provided in cases where the surveyor contacts landowners directly for permission to access survey sites on private property.  

All field data sheets will be scanned and saved electronically as Portable Document Format (PDF) files.  These will be stored on a WDNR dedicated project file share.  After verification, WDNR NHI staff will enter rare species and high-quality natural community locations into the NHI database, the central repository for rare species and high-quality natural community data for Wisconsin.  All data added to the NHI database go through a quality control process to ensure their validity and accuracy.  

The surveyor shall, for a period of three years after completion and acceptance by the WDNR Project Leader, maintain books, records, documents and other evidence directly pertinent to performance on work under this contract in accordance with generally accepted accounting principles and practices.  

Natural Heritage Inventory (NHI) data are exempt from Wisconsin’s Open Record Law.  All data collected under this project/contract become part of this inventory and should be treated as sensitive data.  Distribution of inventory data and reports resulting from the work overseen by the Natural Heritage Inventory will primarily be the responsibility of the NHI Program.  Any requests for this data should be directed to the WDNR project liaison who will coordinate distribution.  Publication of data by surveyors is permitted if locations of element occurrences are generalized to prevent harm to the elements.  The surveyor can distribute reports that do not contain precise locations of element occurrences.  A list tallying where these records are distributed will be provided to the project liaison.
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