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This document provides an overview of the priority species and habitats in the Atlantic Coast Joint Venture (ACJV) and the highest-priority activities of ACJV staff.  This document will be distributed annually for review by our Game and Nongame Technical Committees, Management Board, and selected experts with whom we work regularly, representing all the major bird initiatives.  Based on their feedback, this document will be updated and provide the basis for an ACJV Workplan, that will detail proportionate staff efforts and deliverables for a two-year time period, and be revisited and approved annually by the ACJV Management Board.  After this year’s initial approval of our priorities document and workplan, the annual approval process will focus on consideration of new/emerging issues and adjusting the level of effort/emphasis for the priorities listed.
The ACJV is an “all bird joint venture,” with a vision of conserving all native bird species.  However, the size and diversity of our joint venture area require us to focus our relatively limited staff capacity and budget on the highest-priority bird species.  We also need to be realistic and practical about the resources, and strategies currently available to ACJV staff and partners.  For example, the national habitat grant programs that are so important to the habitat delivery efforts of ACJV staff are strictly focused on wetland habitats .  
ACJV staff activities fall into two broad categories:  science (i.e., developing information to guide conservation efforts and improve effectiveness) and habitat delivery (i.e., protection, restoration, and/or enhancement).  The ACJV currently has two full-time science staff and two full-time delivery staff.  Some of our activities (e.g., coordinated bird monitoring and BCR-planning) involve all staff.  Most of our current science efforts revolve around conservation design at large geographic scales (e.g., BCR or flyway-scale) and multiple habitats whereas our habitat delivery efforts typically focus on a particular landscape or habitat type.


I.  Primary Priorities – Coastal & Wetland Habitats
The highest-priority habitats for the Atlantic Coast Joint Venture (ACJV) are those supporting wetland-dependent migratory birds in the Coastal Zone.  This broad category includes:
· Saltmarshes
· Estuaries
· Barrier beaches
· Freshwater wetlands (emergent marsh, scrub-shrub, or swamp)
· Bottomland hardwoods
· Near shore waters of the Atlantic Ocean and Great Lakes 
· Islands in the Atlantic Ocean and Great Lakes
The two major reasons that we focus on this group of habitats are 1) they are critical to most bird species in three of the four national bird initiatives (i.e., waterfowl, shorebirds, and waterbirds), and 2) the national habitat grants that ACJV most directly influence are focused strictly on wetland habitats.  Coastal and wetland habitats are used almost exclusively by the vast majority of highest-priority species of waterfowl (e.g., American Black Duck, Common Eider, Atlantic Brant), shorebirds (e.g., Red Knot, Piping Plover, American Oystercatcher), waterbirds (e.g., Black Rail, Roseate Tern, Whooping Crane), and several highest-priority landbird species (e.g., Saltmarsh, Nelson’s and Seaside Sparrows) in the Atlantic Flyway.  Coastal landscapes also are critical for hundreds of other landbird species that migrate through the Atlantic Flyway.

Figure 1.  Coastal zone of the Atlantic Coast Joint Venture.
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Table 1.  Priority coastal and wetland habitats in the Atlantic Coast Joint Venture, by bird conservation region (BCR).  Numbers indicate how many species in each category rely on that habitat.  Some species are listed in multiple habitats (e.g., breeding habitat may differ from winter habitat), though each species is considered only once in the bottom (Total) row.
	BCR 13 - Lower Great Lakes/St. Lawrence Plain

	Priority Habitat
	Highest 
Priority
	High
Priority
	Moderate Priority

	Emergent Wetland
	4
	8
	14

	Open Water / Riverine
	4
	6
	6

	Shoreline Sand / Mud
	1
	4
	14

	Forested Wetland
	3
	1
	5

	Shrub-scrub Wetland
	2
	3
	2

	Total number of species
	6
	14
	34



Table 1.  Priority coastal and wetland habitats in the Atlantic Coast Joint Venture (Continued)
	BCR 14 - Atlantic Northern Forest

	Priority Habitat
	Highest 
Priority
	High
Priority
	Moderate Priority

	Marine Open Water
	3
	6
	5

	Estuaries & Bays
	5
	7
	8

	Rocky Coastline
	5
	8
	2

	Unconsolidated beach, sand, mud
	2
	6
	6

	Estuarine Emergent Saltmarsh
	2
	3
	4

	Freshwater Lakes, Rivers, Streams
	3
	3
	4

	Palustrine Emergent Marsh
	1
	1
	7

	Forested Wetland
	1
	3
	1

	Shrub-scrub Wetlands
	2
	2
	2

	Total number of species
	12
	22
	22



	BCR 27 (Eastern portion) - South Atlantic Migratory Bird Initiative 

	Priority Habitat
	Highest 
Priority
	High
Priority
	Moderate Priority

	Managed/Palustrine Emergent Wetlands,  Mudflats
	4
	7
	0

	Forested Wetlands (Alluvial)
	2
	3
	1

	Pocosins, Carolina Bays
	2
	6
	2

	Maritime Forest Shrub-scrub
	3
	2
	5

	Estuarine Emergent Wetlands
	3
	5
	0

	Beaches & Dunes
	4
	5
	2

	Marine Open Water
	3
	2
	0

	Other Island Habitats
	2
	5
	0

	Total number of species
	12
	20
	2




	BCR 29 – Piedmont

	Priority Habitat
	Highest 
Priority
	High
Priority
	Moderate Priority

	Forested Wetlands
	0
	14
	8

	Open Water & Impoundments
	0
	3
	12

	Freshwater Emergent Wetlands
	0
	3
	14

	Total number of species
	0
	6
	21



	BCR 30 - New England/Mid-Atlantic Coast

	Priority Habitat
	Highest 
Priority
	High
Priority
	Moderate Priority

	Beach, Sand, Mud Flat
	8
	13
	8

	Rocky Coastline
	2
	3
	3

	Estuaries and Bays
	5
	11
	8

	Estuarine Emergent Wetlands
	7
	6
	10

	Freshwater Emergent Wetlands
	3
	7
	18

	Forested Wetlands
	1
	5
	12

	Freshwater Lakes, Rivers, & Streams
	1
	2
	4

	Marine Open Water
	2
	10
	6

	Total number of species
	14
	40
	40




Shorebirds are a key representative of coastal and wetland habitats.  With relatively small global populations and rapidly declining numbers, shorebirds require increased attention by ACJV staff, going forward.  Concerted efforts are currently underway to improve conservation measures for the Atlantic Flyway.  The Atlantic Flyway Shorebird Business Strategy hopes to secure major new funding to address limiting factors for shorebird populations in the ACJV.  We hope to play a key role in habitat delivery for this effort through our NAWCA and coastal grant work (see below), and by helping to coordinate partner actions in key focus areas.  By conserving habitats for focal shorebird species in the strategy, habitats for high-priority species of waterfowl, waterbirds, and landbirds in the ACJV also will be conserved, contributing to the overall goals of the ACJV and our BCR plans.

II.  Secondary Priorities – Upland Habitats
Uplands are central to only one of the four continental bird initiatives (i.e., Partners in Flight), and ACJV staff capacity for upland habitat delivery is low, relative to our wetland efforts.  Therefore, upland habitat types for priority species in our BCR plans represent secondary priorities for ACJV staff (Table 2).  Upland habitats do support one or more highest-priority species in every BCR, and so may be considered very important within a given BCR.  Fortunately, a great deal of important upland habitat conservation work in the ACJV is done by our partners.  Some current high-priority activities of ACJV staff consider upland and wetland habitats equally (e.g., DSL work in the Southeast).  ACJV staff will initiate or participate in activities focused on upland habitats as time allows, and when that work is considered strategic, due to its high potential to increase partner capacity in terms of science (i.e., information that guides conservation efforts and improves effectiveness) or conservation implementation (e.g., habitat delivery).  Our participation will be further guided by the following criteria:  
a)  a strong partnership is forming around a high-priority focus area, habitat, species, or issue
b) the bird conservation community is poorly represented in efforts underway, and  ACJV staff add value by helping ensure benefits for priority bird species
c) a major funding source is available to target a previously-identified priority
The Great Lakes Restoration Initiative (GLRI) is an example of the kind of opportunities that ACJV staff use to benefit both primary and secondary-priority habitats.  GLRI has provided funds to the ACJV from FY10 - FY12, for bird conservation priorities in BCR 13 (Lower Great Lakes/St. Lawrence Plain).  Through a competitive RFP, we awarded grants to projects making the greatest contribution to highest-priority bird species, within the three highest-priority landscapes identified in the BCR 13 conservation plan, benefitting freshwater wetlands, grassland/shrubland, and undeveloped habitats along the Great Lakes shoreline. 

Table 2.  Priority upland habitats in the Atlantic Coast Joint Venture, listed by bird conservation region (BCR).  Numbers indicate how many species in each category rely on that habitat.  Some species are listed in multiple habitats (e.g., breeding habitat may differ from winter habitat), though each species is considered only once in the bottom (Total) row.
	BCR 13 - Lower Great Lakes/St. Lawrence Plain

	Priority Habitat
	Highest 
Priority
	High
Priority
	Moderate Priority

	Shrub / Early Successional
	1
	4
	7

	Deciduous / Mixed Forest
	1
	3
	7

	Agricultural Grasslands
	1
	0
	8

	Total number of species
	3
	6
	18


Table 2.  Priority upland habitats in the Atlantic Coast Joint Venture (Continued)
	BCR 14 - Atlantic Northern Forest

	Priority Habitat
	Highest 
Priority
	High
Priority
	Moderate Priority

	Deciduous / Mixed Forest
	2
	6
	6

	Coniferous Forest
	2
	5
	11

	Mixed Forest
	2
	6
	9

	Mountaintop Forest
	1
	1
	1

	Shrub / Early Successional
	1
	3
	3

	Grasslands / Agriculture
	2
	4
	8

	Total number of species
	4
	16
	25



	BCR 27 (Eastern portion) - South Atlantic Migratory Bird Initiative 

	Priority Habitat
	Highest 
Priority
	High
Priority
	Moderate Priority

	Grasslands 
	2
	3
	1

	ShrublandS
	3
	4
	0

	Longleaf/Slash Pine Flats, Savannas, Sandhills
	3
	6
	0

	Mature Loblolly
	1
	5
	0

	Short-rotation “Plantation” Pine
	1
	7
	2

	Oak-Hickory / Tulip Poplar / Pine Forests
	1
	2
	2

	Riparian/Mixed Hardwoods (Mixed Hammocks)
	1
	4
	3

	Total number of species
	5
	15
	5



	BCR 29 – Piedmont

	Priority Habitat
	Highest 
Priority
	High
Priority
	Moderate Priority

	Upland Hardwoods & Mixed Pine Forest
	0
	13
	8

	Pine Forests
	2
	13
	8

	Grasslands
	0
	6
	10

	Early Successional / Shrub-scrub
	1
	10
	9

	Agricultural Croplands
	0
	4
	7

	Urban / Suburban, Rural Woodlots
	1
	10
	6

	Total number of species
	2
	22
	18



	BCR 30 - New England/Mid-Atlantic Coast

	Priority Habitat
	Highest 
Priority
	High
Priority
	Moderate Priority

	Forested Uplands
	1
	14
	9

	Scrub-shrub / Early Successional
	3
	6
	2

	Grasslands
	1
	5
	9

	Total number of species
	3
	21
	14



III.  Staff Activities
Habitat Delivery
The main goals for habitat delivery and conservation planning by ACJV staff will be to:
1.  Coordinate and facilitate partnerships to take advantage of federal habitat grants
2.  Support the Atlantic Flyway Shorebird Business Strategy;  integrate habitat conservation priorities in the Strategy with ACJV and BCR implementation efforts
3.  Facilitate partner engagement and use of planning products from the “Designing Sustainable Landscapes” (DSL) project, to improve the efficacy of conservation efforts in the SAMBI planning region
4.  Complete BCR plans for BCR 29 (Piedmont) and BCR 69 (PR/USVI);  revisit need for a plan for Peninsular Florida (BCR 31);  update existing BCR plans, to incorporate new information and DSL products
5.   Develop, facilitate, and coordinate partnerships, or support existing initiatives (e.g., Northern Bobwhite Conservation Initiative, America’s Longleaf Initiative, New England Cottontail initiative) to deliver the primary (mainly) and secondary (strategically) priority habitats in each BCR of the ACJV 

The major habitat delivery effort by ACJV staff occurs through the North American Wetlands Conservation Act (NAWCA) grant program and the National Coastal Wetlands Conservation grant program.  We initiate and support partnerships in priority focus areas identified in BCR plans, by identifying match opportunities and encouraging partner efforts to secure grant funding in those areas.  Because these grant programs are competitive and each project typically involves 1-2 million dollars in matching contributions by partners, we cannot control where grant projects happen.  We generally assist any partner that contacts us, and support any viable project in the ACJV.  However, our most successful NAWCA partnerships have been in high-priority ACJV focus areas, because of their high resource values and our attempts to prioritize such areas through our coordination efforts and ACJV NAWCA Ranking committee.  ACJV staff also work with National Wildlife Refuge staff in USFWS Regions 4 & 5 to support their efforts for land protection, restoration, and enhancement through the Migratory Bird Conservation Fund (i.e., Duck Stamp program), NAWCA, etc.
The ACJV will participate in the Atlantic Flyway Shorebird Business Strategy by integrating the specific geographic areas, habitats, and management actions identified with ACJV grant coordination and other delivery activities.  Typically, ACJV staff develops or leads one or two new partnerships per year.  The next ones we initiate will be those of highest value to the Shorebird strategy.
Ideally, ACJV planning and implementation should follow an adaptive resource management (ARM) approach, described by the USFWS as “Strategic Habitat Conservation.”  This approach reduces uncertainty over time and increases the effectiveness of conservation delivery.  We have worked to develop “conservation design” tools (e.g., GIS map layers, species-habitat models, and decision support tools) to help our partners plan for (and assess necessary tradeoffs among) multiple priority species and habitats, at regional scales, and consider predicted future changes in land-cover due to urban growth, climate, and different management and succession scenarios.   The Designing Sustainable Landscapes (DSL) project began in 2007 through an AFWA Multistate Grant in the ACJV portion of BCR 27, the South Atlantic Migratory Bird Initiative (SAMBI) planning region.  The DSL is a comprehensive conservation design project, and is similar to the approach taken by many of the Landscape Conservation Cooperatives (LCCs), with whom we now work closely on DSL efforts both in the Southeast and Northeast Regions.  DSL efforts in the Southeast consider many habitat types, including primary-priority (i.e., coastal/wetland) and secondary-priority habitats (i.e, uplands).  Because the DSL was designed to consider landscape stressors and influences at larger spatial and temporal scales than our partners were accustomed to working, the project is a critical “proof of concept” for how landscape models can improve conservation outcomes by targeting work on areas most critical for sustaining populations of birds and other wildlife.  Therefore, continued support of DSL work in the Southeast is a high-priority activity for all ACJV staff.  Lessons learned in the earlier efforts in the Southeast have the potential to improve similar conservation design work now underway in the Northeast, thus improving conservation implementation throughout the flyway.
Since becoming an all-bird joint venture, the ACJV has had the goal of completing bird conservation plans for each Bird Conservation Region (BCR) in the ACJV.  BCR plans provide a single source of information that integrates the priorities of all the bird initiatives, including national and regional step-down plans.  The plans include expert consensus on the most important focus areas in that BCR, for each bird group.  BCR plans have been completed for BCRs 13, 14, 27, and 30 and in 2013 will be completed for BCR 29 (the Piedmont) and BCR 69 (Puerto Rico/USVI).  We need to consider whether it would be valuable to partners to develop a bird conservation plan for BCR 31, Peninsular Florida, which is the only BCR to fall within a single state.  We also need to revisit and update existing BCR plans, to consider new priority-ranking information recently provided by the bird initiatives, and to integrate the information from the DSL project into focus area maps for BCR 27 and 29.
The goal of BCR plans is to help us develop, facilitate, and coordinate regional partnerships to conserve habitat for the highest-priority species identified.  This is an ongoing priority of ACJV staff, and involves seeking funding opportunities that increase our collective capacity.  One way we do this is to improve synergies with other federal agencies, so existing conservation programs can be used to address bird conservation priorities in more direct and effective ways.  This has been a successful approach with several USDA (e.g., Farm Bill and Forest Legacy), and EPA (e.g., GLRI) programs.  However, there are many other federal programs that can benefit priority bird species.  We will continue to seek similar opportunities through the National Park Service, Department of Defense, NOAA, etc.  We also work with many existing initiatives, typically in the early stages of their development, to determine mutual goals and benefits and ensure that priority bird species’ needs are considered.  There are many examples of such partnerships, which have matured into strong, self-sustaining efforts that provide obvious benefits to priority bird species (e.g., the Northern Bobwhite Conservation Initiative, America’s Longleaf Initiative, and the “Young Forest” initiatives for New England Cottontail and American Woodcock).  ACJV staff participation in such efforts typically lessens over time, if we are no longer adding obvious value to the partnership.
Our habitat delivery work is generally centered on a set of primary-priority habitats within ACJV Focus Areas, identified through BCR planning efforts.  On a strategic basis, some staff efforts are also invested outside of our Focus Areas in order to take advantage of major opportunities that affect primary and/or secondary priority habitats.  For example, the NAWCA program received nearly $15M in criminal fines from several oil spills, over the last eight years.  Those funds were directed to specific geographic areas, including areas within and outside of ACJV Focus Areas.  That funding helped us deliver significant habitat on the ground, including both primary (i.e., coastal wetlands) and secondary (e.g., upland forests) habitat priorities, and represented strong returns on staff investment.  More recently, $100 M in fines from the Deepwater Horizon Oil Spill were put into the NAWCA fund, for states and bird species affected by that spill.  Some of these funds may be directed to areas in the ACJV that were not directly affected by the spill, because they are critical to the affected species for part of their annual life-cycle.   Other BP settlement funds likely will become available in the future, for conservation work in the Gulf region.   In the ACJV, partners in Florida will likely be the main recipient of these funds, which could provide an enormous opportunity to implement long-term conservation priorities in Florida.

Science Coordination
The goal of the ACJV science program is to provide information and tools to help partners improve the effectiveness of conservation implementation and habitat delivery.   ACJV science activities, in order of importance, are to:
1.  Coordinate Technical Committee(s) input into ACJV science activities (e.g., Priority Science Needs)
2.  Lead, develop, and implement the Integrated Waterbird Management & Monitoring (IWMM) project
3.  Develop population and habitat objectives for the full annual life-cycle needs of representative species in all ACJV BCRs, across taxa, and further refine our BCR planning products 
4.  Develop final products (e.g., maps and decision support tools) for the “Designing Sustainable Landscapes” (DSL) project, for partners in the SAMBI area (first) and the rest of ACJV (as more products are finished)
The ACJV Science Coordinator facilitates the ACJV Game and Nongame Technical Committee meetings twice per year, so that our core partners can provide input into ACJV activities.  These committees jointly develop a ranked list of Priority Science Needs for the ACJV, so that we can ensure that our partners’ priorities are clearly communicated to and addressed through the work of the ACJV, and the LCCs, bird species joint ventures, USFWS programs, and other programs and initiatives with which we are involved.  Our priority science needs guide the science program of the ACJV, in terms of our efforts to seek funding for new projects, and how we prioritize work that supports existing efforts.
The main focus of the ACJV Science Coordinator currently is the Integrated Wetlands Management and Monitoring (IWMM) project in the Atlantic and Mississippi flyways.  The IWMM project combines management objectives, standardized monitoring protocols, databases, and decision-support models at flyway, regional, and local scales to guide management decisions about where to focus time and other resources for habitat management and restoration. The overall goal is to provide specific information required for better management decisions to support waterbird populations.
One responsibility of the ACJV is to provide a regional “step-down” of the population objectives in the continental or national bird conservation plans, at the flyway and/or BCR scale.  Those population objectives are seen as one step in a process that will include developing related habitat objectives, which are ultimately meant to identify how much habitat is needed to provide for the full annual life-cycle of all native bird species.  Our conservation design and decision support tools are designed to determine which work should be initiated in specific locations, to most effectively meet those goals.  Given the size and diversity of species in our joint venture, we are still in the early stages of this process.  At this point, we have determined winter population objectives for most waterfowl species in the ACJV, but otherwise are reliant on the objectives provided by the continental bird initiatives.  The bird initiatives have provided preliminary population objectives at the flyway or BCR scale for some species, but are lacking for many others, or are limited in scope (e.g., focused on breeding habitat but not addressing stopover or winter habitat).  In some cases, the initial population estimates provided are considered grossly inaccurate by ACJV staff and partners.  Our long-term goal is to derive population objectives for all priority species, throughout their annual life-cycle.  We are initiating this process by comparing different approaches among the various taxa, life-cycle stages (i.e., breeding, wintering, and migration periods), and BCRs.  We will continue to refine our methods until we have objectives for a set of surrogate species that represent all the priority habitat types in our BCR plans.
As stated above, the “Designing Sustainable Landscapes” (DSL) project is a high-priority activity for all ACJV staff, both in terms of science and delivery, because this project is a model for how we expect ACJV partnerships to work in the future.  We need to finalize DSL products (e.g., maps and decision support tools) that will help partners plan for the future to target conservation in areas critical for sustaining populations of birds and other wildlife on the landscape.  Lessons learned from our efforts in the Southeast can be applied to efforts underway now in the Northeast, to improve conservation design products and better guide conservation implementation throughout the flyway.
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