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[bookmark: _78u9n7454tyg]Key Messages for Saltmarsh Sparrow
[bookmark: _vg4eca4w58qo]Background
The Service has prioritized the conservation of saltmarsh sparrow and the habitat it needs to survive. These key messages are intended to help Service employees communicate about saltmarsh sparrow, its habitat, and the various conservation efforts underway. Additional messaging may be developed for specific audiences and needs.
[bookmark: _jpiz52hmuj3x]Primary Messages
 
1. Without intervention, the saltmarsh sparrow – the only bird species that breeds solely in the salt marshes of the Northeast[footnoteRef:2] could face extinction due to rising seas. 
 [2:  The saltmarsh sparrow breeds in 10 coastal states from Maine south to Virginia. Its wintering range includes the southern portion of its breeding range, extending south to the remaining 4 coastal states of North Carolina, South Carolina, Georgia, and Florida.] 

2. High tides and storm surges are increasingly flooding saltmarsh sparrow nests and their high marsh habitat. When nests flood, eggs may float away or chicks may drown – this is the primary reason the saltmarsh sparrow population continues to drop.

3. With saltmarsh sparrows still living in thousands of sites throughout the range, we have the opportunity to conserve the species if we act quickly. The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, which has been engaged in saltmarsh sparrow conservation for more than a decade, is increasing our efforts to protect and restore marshes on our wildlife refuges, collaborate with states and researchers, and help landowners conserve the saltmarsh sparrow.

4. Halting saltmarsh sparrow declines and restoring their population are challenges that are both urgent and complex, requiring a new level of collaboration and commitment. In coordination with the Atlantic Coast Joint Venture (ACJV), a state-federal-NGO-academic partnership that works across the sparrow’s range, we are planning and implementing substantial and innovative work to conserve saltmarsh sparrows and coastal marshes, as well as seeking new partners and investments for that work. 

5. Healthy coastal marshes protect coastal property and infrastructure from flooding, provide clean water, and support multi-billion dollar fishery, recreation, and tourism industries. Investing in our marshes is good for saltmarsh sparrows and good for people.
[bookmark: _enp5we17s5o9]Secondary Messages:
Decline
1 (A) More than four out of every five saltmarsh sparrows have disappeared since 1998 – an estimated population decline of 87 percent.

Threats
2 (A) The birds evolved to nest between the highest monthly tides. Now, rising seas and storms cause more frequent flooding within the tidal cycle, and the birds’ nests are flooding repeatedly. By 2050, the sea is expected to rise another 13 to 18 inches across the sparrow’s range.

2 (B) Rising seas are increasingly flooding high marsh areas across the region, converting it to low marsh, open water, and/or mud flats. These habitats are not used for nesting by the steeply declining saltmarsh sparrow and black rail. Studies in Cape Cod and Long Island found that high marsh in various sites declined by 27 to 70 percent over periods ranging from three to six decades.

2 (C) Many salt marshes were historically drained or ditched for farming or mosquito control, leading to degraded habitat that is more susceptible to flooding. Historic infrastructure is still influencing salt marsh hydrology hundreds of years later. 

Service investment
3 (A) The Service has contributed to research on the sparrow by providing assistance and funding to the Saltmarsh Habitat and Avian Research Program (SHARP), a group of academic, governmental, and non-profit collaborators formed in 2010 to gather data that would inform management of marsh habitats to benefit birds, including saltmarsh sparrow. 

3 (B) The Service has invested millions[footnoteRef:3] from the Disaster Relief Appropriations Act and other sources to restore tens of thousands of acres of wetlands, beaches and other coastal habitats across the Northeast, and is increasing its efforts specifically to protect and restore the high-elevation salt marshes that saltmarsh sparrows depend on.  [3:  For example, using funding from the Disaster Relief Appropriations Act of 2013, the Service has invested $38 million in completed projects at 14 locations, adding up to a total of 180,000 acres of restored coastal habitats at: Rachel Carson (ME), Great Bay (NH), Mashpee (MA), Parker River (MA), Sachuest Point (RI), Wertheim (NY), Seatuck (NY), Lido Beach (NY), Edwin B. Forsythe (NJ), Cape May (NJ), Supawna Meadows (NJ), Prime Hook (DE), and Great Dismal Swamp (VA) National Wildlife Refuges, as well as Ferry Point, Nanticoke River/ Pocomoke Sound (MD).] 


3 (C) On national wildlife refuges, we have already begun testing innovative management practices to restore marsh integrity. We are also providing funds and technical assistance as we work with states, towns, NGOs, other federal agencies, and private landowners to restore coastal habitat, which benefits saltmarsh sparrow.

3 (D) The Service has completed a report that comprehensively evaluates the current condition of the species and their habitat and describes the factors impacting them. 

Partnership efforts 
4 (A) Our immediate goal is to halt the decline of the saltmarsh sparrow population by 2030 by providing 23,000 acres of high-quality breeding habitat from Maine south to Virginia. Our long-term goal to maintain a healthy population of at least 25,000 birds across the range by 2069 will require a total of 80,000 acres of high-quality breeding habitat.

4 (B) Landmark documents – the Salt Marsh Bird Conservation Plan and Saltmarsh Sparrow Conservation Plan – have been developed by the Atlantic Coast Joint Venture (ACJV) to outline specific actions that land managers can take to mitigate the effects of sea level rise on breeding success, as well as other threats such as historical and current development. Top management priorities identified in those documents include building and maintaining salt marsh elevation, restoring natural hydrology, and ensuring that salt marshes can migrate inland.

4 (C) We are working with partners to innovate new techniques to conserve the saltmarsh sparrow, because salt marsh restoration is not a one-size-fits-all challenge. For example, techniques to restore tidal flow and increase marsh elevation include removing or upgrading defunct structures, filling in man-made ditches, and adding sediment to the marsh surface.

Value of salt marshes
5 (A) Research has found that coastal wetlands provide $23.2 billion a year in storm protection services by reducing the impacts of hurricanes in the U.S.

Endangered species decision 
6 (A) The Service will review the saltmarsh sparrow’s status and, by the end of September 2023, will determine if the saltmarsh sparrow warrants federal protection as threatened or endangered under the Endangered Species Act. 

6 (B) State wildlife agencies will be invited in late 2021 or early 2022 to participate on a future species status assessment (SSA) team for the saltmarsh sparrow. The SSA will guide our agency in determining whether the species is threatened or endangered under the Endangered Species Act, or neither.

6 (C) We will not delay our conservation efforts for a status decision. We will continue to focus on bolstering conservation efforts, catalyzing investments from partners, and gathering additional research for the species status assessment. 

6 (D) The Service will evaluate conservation efforts as part of an assessment of the species’ status. Incorporating on-the-ground implementation efforts will inform our species status assessment and allow us to more reliably project the saltmarsh sparrow’s future condition.




Answers to Expected Questions:
●  Why not complete the SSA and listing process for the saltmarsh sparrow now? Our focus has been on establishing a comprehensive, scientifically sound conservation program for the saltmarsh sparrow that will improve the outlook for the species. The partners of the Atlantic Coast Joint Venture are ramping up a large-scale strategic conservation effort for the saltmarsh sparrow and its coastal marsh habitats. Rescheduling the discretionary listing determination for FY2023 will allow us to incorporate additional information about early stage management efforts by our agency and partners, particularly through the Atlantic Coast Joint Venture. If circumstances change, we have the flexibility to revisit our schedule.
 
●  Does the Service believe that conservation efforts could preclude the need to list the saltmarsh sparrow?  We believe a comprehensive, scientifically sound conservation program for the saltmarsh sparrow will improve the outlook for the species. The ESA does allow us to incorporate conservation efforts into our analysis of a species’ status if they have improved the species’ condition or otherwise reduced or removed threats; conservation efforts that have not yet been implemented or demonstrated effective can influence a listing determination if they are highly certain to be implemented and effective. A key element of that evaluation is securing additional commitments from partners. While we cannot speculate at this time whether these criteria will be met, we will absolutely do all that we can to make a difference for this species. 
 
●  Wouldn’t ESA listing provide additional funding for saltmarsh sparrow conservation efforts? The Service does not receive additional endangered species program funding based on the listing of a species. While ESA listing would make a species eligible for certain endangered species program funding sources, each newly listed species must compete for the limited funding available. The Service’s Ecological Services, Refuges, and Migratory Bird programs already support saltmarsh sparrow conservation efforts, and we are working with partners to identify more funding sources, such as state wildlife grants or grants from foundations such as the National Fish and Wildlife Foundation, that could advance conservation of this species.

●  Wouldn’t ESA listing accelerate conservation for the species?
It may; however, listing alone is not a guarantee of conservation success. Large-scale conservation investments and actions for at-risk species in decline have been galvanized through successful partnerships for species such as gopher tortoise, sage grouse and New England cottontail. We hope to emulate this approach through the ACJV’s Salt Marsh Bird Conservation Plan and partnerships for saltmarsh sparrow.

●  How will the Service determine if conservation efforts are successful? The Service will consider whether conservation efforts have improved or will improve the species’ condition or otherwise reduced or removed threats. Additionally, we will consider efforts that have not yet been implemented or demonstrated effective if they are highly certain to be implemented and effective. Short and long-term goals based on the best available science will allow the Service and ACJV to track progress in implementing conservation measures; that work will assist the team that will work on the species status assessment and later the Service in making a status decision. 
	
	
	



