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Compatibility Determination 

Title 
Compatibility Determination for Wildlife Observation, Photography, Interpretation, 
and Environmental Education for Valentine National Wildlife Refuge 

Refuge Use Category 

Refuge Use Category 
Environmental Education and Interpretation 
Wildlife Observation and Photography 

Refuge Use Type(s) 

Wildlife Observation, Photography, Interpretation, and Environmental Education  

Refuge 
Valentine National Wildlife Refuge 

Refuge Purpose(s) and Establishing and Acquisition Authority(ies)  

National Wildlife Refuge System lands are managed consistent with a number of 
federal statutes, regulations, policies, and other guidance. The National Wildlife 
Refuge System Administration Act of 1966, as amended (16 United States Code [U.S.C.] 
668dd–668ee) (Administration Act) is the core statute guiding management of the 
System. 

The National Wildlife Refuge System Improvement Act of 1997 (Public Law [P.L.] 105-
57) made important amendments to the Administration Act, one of which was the 
mandate that a comprehensive conservation plan be completed for every unit of the 
System. Among other things, comprehensive conservation planning has required field 
stations to assess their current farming program and establish objectives for the 
future. 

The Migratory Bird Hunting Stamp Act of March 16, 1934, as amended by section 3 of 
the Act of August 1, 1958 (72 Stat. 486, 16 U.S.C. sec. 716 d[c]), authorized the Secretary 
of Interior to acquire small wetland or pothole areas suitable as Waterfowl 
Production Areas. 

Additional Authorities include the following: Consolidated Farm and Rural 
Development Act, Migratory Bird Conservation Act, North American Wetlands 
Conservation Act, and the Emergency Wetlands Resources Act. 
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National Wildlife Refuge System Mission 
The mission of the National Wildlife Refuge System, otherwise known as Refuge 
System, is to administer a national network of lands and waters for the conservation, 
management, and where appropriate, restoration of the fish, wildlife, and plant 
resources and their habitats within the United States for the benefit of present and 
future generations of Americans (Pub. L. 105-57; 111 Stat. 1252). 

Description of Use 

Is this an existing use? 

Yes 

What is the use? 

Wildlife Observation, Photography, Interpretation, and Environmental Education  

Is the use a priority public use? 

Yes 

Where would the use be conducted? 
There are approximately 61,861 grassland acres and 11,181 wetland acres within the 
Refuge where visitors may be interested in viewing, photographing and learning 
about wildlife and habitats. 

When would the use be conducted? 

Year-round 

How would the use be conducted? 

People come to the Refuge to bird-watch and enjoy the prairie. It is estimated that 
about 5000 people visit the Refuge annually for these purposes. Blinds for observing 
prairie grouse are set up in the spring and are well used. The number of people 
coming to the Refuge for bird-watching and wildlife observation appears to be 
increasing. News releases concerning Refuge activities and events are written and 
provided to area television, radio, and newspaper outlets. The Valentine NWR also 
hosts special events and educational programs as staff and volunteer resources allow. 
Some requests for tours and educational programs are denied due to insufficient 
staffing. Four informational kiosks are located at major entry points to the Refuge. 
The kiosks have general information, a map of the Refuge, information on managing 
grasslands for wildlife, and leaflet dispensers. 
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Why is this use being proposed or reevaluated? 

 
The National Wildlife Refuge System Improvement Act of 1997 identifies wildlife 
observation, photography, interpretation, and environmental education as wildlife 
dependent public uses for NWR’s. These are ongoing uses at the Refuge and were 
previously evaluated in association with the Refuge’s 1999 Comprehensive 
Conservation Plan. Reevaluation is due per policy 603 FW 2.11 H(2), which states: “We 
will reevaluate compatibility determinations for existing wildlife-dependent 
recreational uses when conditions under which the use is permitted change 
significantly, or if there is significant new information regarding the effects of the 
use, or concurrently with the preparation or revision of a comprehensive 
conservation plan, or at least every 15 years, whichever is earlier. In addition, a refuge 
manager always may reevaluate the compatibility of a use at any time.” 
 

Availability of Resources 

Currently, existing staff resources are adequate to manage this use at anticipated 
levels. Staff time primarily involves phone conversations, written correspondence, 
and interpretation and environmental education programs.  Total staff time required 
is less than 20 days per year.  Additional facilities (e.g., boat ramps, storage areas) or 
additional maintenance activities are necessary to support the use.  Access points, 
vehicles, miscellaneous equipment, and limited logistical support may be made 
available at the discretion of the refuge manager.   

Anticipated Impacts of the Use 

Potential impacts of a proposed use on the refuge's purpose(s) and the 
Refuge System mission 

Some disturbance to wildlife, birds and mammals, will occur in areas of the Refuge 
frequented by visitors. In the past, visitation for these uses has been light with an 
estimated 500 visits per year. It is anticipated that use will increase, particularly if 
better access and interpretation are offered. Increased use will result in more 
disturbance; however, the Refuge is remote and most of it will seldom, if ever, be 
visited by people interested in wildlife observation. 

 

Short-term impacts 

 
Among activities considered as disturbing to wildlife, Korschen (1992) determined 
that bird-watching was among the least disturbing, but Klein (1993) noted that 
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approaching birds on foot was the most disruptive of usual refuge activities. Some 
photographers are more likely to cause disturbance by lingering in a sensitive area, 
using recorded calls, and even altering the vegetation at a site to gain a better view 
(Glinski 1976). However, photography can be useful as a tool to engage others and 
develop support for wildlife with images that appeal to people’s emotions (Hanisch 
2017). There are many recommendations for reducing impacts to wildlife: provide 
visitor education, require staying on trails, closing areas during sensitive periods such 
as nesting, require minimum set back distances for approach to areas such as 
rookeries, etc. (Boyle et al. 1985, Erwin 1989, Haverra 1992, Klein 1993, Miller 2001, 
Morton 1989, Rodgers 1995, Taylor 2003). 
 
Human disturbance to avifauna has been thoroughly documented around the world. 
Several studies have examined the effects of trail-based recreation on birds 
inhabiting wildlife refuges and coastal habitats in the eastern United States. McNeil et 
al. (1992) found that many waterfowl species avoid disturbance by feeding at night 
instead of during the day. Similarly, Martín et al. (2015) found that human presence 
caused resident shorebird species to spend less time feeding and more time 
displaying avoidance behavior, and that the number of shorebirds and gulls within 
their study site dramatically decreased in response to increased recreation of the 
area. Disturbance can increase the risk of predation when individuals are forced to 
forage in more dangerous habitats and can increase intraspecific competition when 
avoiding humans necessitates movement into suboptimal habitats (Frid and Dill 2002). 
Some uses, such as bird observation, are directly focused on viewing certain wildlife 
species and can cause more significant impacts during the breeding season and 
winter months. Research has shown that as the intensity of human disturbance 
increased, avoidance response by birds increased, and that out-of-vehicle activity 
was more disruptive than vehicular traffic (Klein 1993, Freddy et al. 1986, Vaske et al. 
1983). Miller et al. (1998) found bird abundance and nesting activities (including nest 
success) increased as distance from a recreational trail increased, in both grassland 
and forested habitats. Some studies have found that some songbird species habituate 
to repeated intrusion. Frequently disturbed individuals of some species vocalize more 
aggressively, have higher body masses, or tend to remain in place longer (Cairns and 
McLaren 1980). Disturbance may affect the reproductive fitness of males by 
hampering territory defense, mate attraction, and other reproductive functions of 
song (Arcese 1987, Ewald and Carpenter 1978).  
 
Overall, the existing research clearly demonstrates that disturbance from recreation 
activities always have at least temporary effects on the behavior and movement of 
birds within a habitat or localized area (Burger 1981, Burger 1986, Klein 1993, Burger et 
al. 1995, Klein et al. 1995, Rodgers and Smith 1997, Burger and Gochfeld 1998). The 
location of recreational activities and the size of participating groups are also 
important factors affecting the magnitude of disturbance. A number of species have 
shown greater reactions when pedestrian use occurred off-trail (Miller et al. 2001, 
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Samia et al. 2015), and when pedestrians traveled in large groups (Beale and 
Monaghan 2004). Some maintenance actions necessary to providing public use may 
have direct negative impacts on amphibians and reptiles. Mowing grassy access roads 
and public use trails during warmer months will occasionally result in the mortality of 
turtles, snakes, or frogs. Conflict among users tends to arise only when visitors 
disregard the established refuge rules and regulations. 
 
 
Long-term impacts 

Engaging in activity associated with wildlife observation and photography can be 
done with very little impact to wildlife (Burger et al. 1995). However, if measures are 
not taken to reduce disturbance, wildlife can suffer from being displaced to less 
desirable habitat, forced to use important energy reserves, cause the animal to 
change behaviors from, for example, breeding to seeking cover, and much more 
(Arcese 1987, Belanger et al. 1990, Burger et al. 1995, Burger 1996, Burger and Gochfeld 
1998, Henson et al. 1991, Kaiser et al. 1984, Korschen 1992, Taylor et al. 2003, Yalden et 
al. 1990). 
Construction of interpretive facilities and improved roads will result in the loss of a 
small amount of habitat for wildlife. Small amounts of wetlands may be lost as a result 
of road construction. Improved roads may increase both traffic and speeds and result 
in increased wildlife mortality.  Road mortality of the Blanding’s turtle is of special 
concern. This turtle is a slow reproducing species presently found near existing 
Refuge road systems. 

The maintenance of trails, roads, and parking lots will have impacts on soils and 
vegetation around the trails. These impacts will reduce available habitat and fragment 
remaining habitat resulting in decreased available habitat and possibly increasing 
predation.    

 

Public Review and Comment 

Determination 

Is the use compatible?  
Yes 

 Stipulations Necessary to Ensure Compatibility 

1. Regulations and wildlife friendly behavior (e.g., requirements to stay on 
designated trails, dogs must be kept on a leash, etc.) will be described in 
brochures/websites. 
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2. Regulatory and directional signs will clearly mark closed areas. 

3. Visitors engaging in wildlife dependent public uses  will be directed to public 
use facilities which are not in or near sensitive areas. 

 Justification 
These wildlife-dependent uses are priority public uses of the National Wildlife Refuge 
System. Providing for these uses contributes toward fulfilling provisions of the 
National Wildlife Refuge System Administration Act, as amended in 1997.  



7 

 
Literature Cited/References 
 
Arcese, P. 1987. Age, intrusion pressure, and defense against floaters by territorial male song 
sparrows. Animal Behavior, 35,773-784. 
 
Beale, C. M. and P. Monaghan. 2004. Human disturbance: people as predation-free predators? 
Journal of Applied Ecology 41:335-343. 
 
Belanger, L. and Bedard, J. 1990. Energetic cost of man-induced disturbance to staging snow 
geese, Journal of Wildlife Management, 54, 36-41. https://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/3808897.pdf 
 
Boyle, S.A. and F.B. Samson. 1985. Effects of non-consumptive recreation on wildlife: a review. 
Wildl. Soc. Bull. 13:110-116 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/3781422?seq=1#metadata_info_tab_contents 
 
Burger J. 1981. The Effect of Human Activity on Birds at a Coastal Bay. Biological Conservation, 
21(3), 231-241. 
 
Burger, J. 1986. The effect of human activity on shorebirds in two coastal bays in northeastern 
United States. Biological Conservation, 13, 123-130. 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/44517911?seq=1#metadata_info_tab_contents 
 
Burger, J., Gochfeld, M., and Niles, L.J. 1995. Ecotourism and birds in coastal New Jersey: 
Contrasting responses of birds, tourists, and managers. Environmental Conservation, 22, 56-65. 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/44519042?seq=1#metadata_info_tab_contents 
 
Burger, J. and Gochfeld, M. 1998. Effects of ecotourists on bird behavior at Loxahatchee National 
Wildlife Refuge, FL. Environmental Conservation, 25, 13-21. 
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/environmental- 
conservation/article/abs/effects-of-ecotourists-on-bird-behaviour-at-loxahatchee-national-wildlife-
refuge-florida/8A19BD366D23A7D1AF4D2E4A417CBC79 
 
Cairns, W.E. and McLaren, I.A. 1980. Status of the piping plover on the east coast of North 
America. American Birds, 34, 206-208. 
https://sora.unm.edu/sites/default/files/journals/nab/v034n02/p00206-p00208.pdf 
 
Erwin, M.R.1989. Responses to human intruders by birds nesting in colonies: Experimental results 
and management guidelines, Colonial Waterbirds, 12(1), 104-108. 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/1521318?seq=3#metadata_info_tab_contents 
 
Ewald, P,W. and Carpenter, F.L. 1978. Territorial responses to energy manipulations in the Anna 
hummingbird. Oecologia, 31, 277-292. 
 
Freddy, D.J., Bronaugh, W.M., and Fowler, M.C. 1986. Responses of mule deer to disturbance by 
persons afoot and in sowmobiles, Wildlife Society Bulletin, 14, 63-68. 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/3808897.pdf
https://www.jstor.org/stable/3781422?seq=1#metadata_info_tab_contents
https://www.jstor.org/stable/44517911?seq=1#metadata_info_tab_contents
https://www.jstor.org/stable/44519042?seq=1#metadata_info_tab_contents
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/environmental-
https://sora.unm.edu/sites/default/files/journals/nab/v034n02/p00206-p00208.pdf
https://www.jstor.org/stable/1521318?seq=3#metadata_info_tab_contents


8 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/3782468?seq=4#metadata_info_tab_contents 
 
Frid, A. and L. M. Dill. 2002. Human-caused disturbance stimuli as a form of predation risk. 
Conservation Ecology, 6(1): 11. [online] URL: http://www.consecol.org/vol6/iss1/art11/. 
 
Glinski, R.L. 1976. Birdwatching etiquette: the need for a developing philosophy. Am. Bird 
30(3):655-657. https://sora.unm.edu/sites/default/files/journals/nab/v030n03/p00655-p00657.pdf 
 
Hanisch, E. 2017. Cameras for Conservation: How Photographing Wildlife Affects Engagement 
with Biodiversity. Centre for Science Communication, University of Otago, Dunedin, New 
Zealand. Pp. 182 
https://ourarchive.otago.ac.nz/bitstream/handle/10523/8089/HanischEmmaKN2017MSciComm.pdf
?sequence=1&isAllowed=y 
 
Haverra, S.P., Boens, L.R., Georgi, N.M., and Shealy, R.T. 1992. Human disturbance of waterfowl 
on Keokuk Pool, Mississippi River. Wildlife Society Bulletin, 20, 290-298. 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/3783033?seq=8#metadata_info_tab_contents 
 
Henson, P.T., and Grant, A. 1991. The effects of human disturbance on trumpeter swan breeding 
behavior. Wildlife Society Bulletin, 19, 248-257. 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/3782513?seq=1#metadata_info_tab_contents 
 
Kaiser, M.S. and Fritzell, E.K. 1984. Effects of river recreationists on green-backed heron 
behavior. Journal of Wildlife Management. 48, 561-567. 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/3801189?seq=6#metadata_info_tab_contents 
 
Klein, M.L. 1993. Waterbird behavioral responses to human disturbance. Wildlife Society Bulletin, 
21, 31-39. https://www.jstor.org/stable/3783357?seq=7#metadata_info_tab_contents 
 
Klein, M.L., Humphrey, S.R., and Percival, H.F. 1995. Effects of ecotourism on distribution of 
waterbirds in a wildlife refuge, Conservation Biology, 9, 1454-1465. 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/2387190?seq=8#metadata_info_tab_contents 
 
Korschen, C.E., and Dahlgren, R.B. 1992. 13.2.15. Human disturbances of waterfowl: causes, 
effects, and management. Waterfowl Management Handbook. Lafeyette, LA: U.S. Geological 
Survey National Wetlands Research Center. 
https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1011&context=icwdmwfm 
 
Martín, B., S. Delgado, A. de la Cruz, S. Tirado, and M. Ferrer. 2015. Effects of human presence 
on the longterm trends of migrant and resident shorebirds: Evidence of local population declines. 
Animal Conservation 18:73–81. 
 
McNeil, Raymond; Pierre Drapeau; John D. Goss-Custard. 1992. The occurrence and adaptive 
significance of nocturnal habitats in waterfowl. Biological Review. 67: 381-419. 
 
Miller S.G., Knight, R.L., and Miller, C.K. 1998. Influence of recreational trails on breeding bird 
communities. Ecological Society of America, 8 (1), 162-169. 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/3782468?seq=4#metadata_info_tab_contents
http://www.consecol.org/vol6/iss1/art11/
https://sora.unm.edu/sites/default/files/journals/nab/v030n03/p00655-p00657.pdf
https://ourarchive.otago.ac.nz/bitstream/handle/10523/8089/HanischEmmaKN2017MSciComm.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
https://ourarchive.otago.ac.nz/bitstream/handle/10523/8089/HanischEmmaKN2017MSciComm.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
https://www.jstor.org/stable/3783033?seq=8#metadata_info_tab_contents
https://www.jstor.org/stable/3782513?seq=1#metadata_info_tab_contents
https://www.jstor.org/stable/3801189?seq=6#metadata_info_tab_contents
https://www.jstor.org/stable/3783357?seq=7#metadata_info_tab_contents
https://www.jstor.org/stable/2387190?seq=8#metadata_info_tab_contents
https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1011&context=icwdmwfm


9 

https://esajournals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1890/1051-
0761%281998%29008%5B0162%3AIORTOB%5D2.0.CO%3B2 
 
Miller, S.G., Knight, R.L., and Miller, C.K. 2001. Wildlife responses to pedestrians and dogs. 
Wildlife Society Bulletin, 29, 124-132. 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/3783988?seq=1#metadata_info_tab_contents 
 
Morton, J.M., Fowler, A.C., and Kirkpatrick, R.L. 1989. Time and Energy budgets of American 
black ducks in winter. Journal of Wildlife Management, 53, 401-410. 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/3801143?seq=10#metadata_info_tab_contents 
 
Rodgers, J.A., and Smith, H.T. 1995. Set-back distances to protect nesting bird colonies from 
human disturbance in Florida. Conservation Biology, 9, 89-99. 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/2386390?seq=9#metadata_info_tab_contents 
 
Rodgers, J.A., and Smith, H.T. 1997. Buffer zone distances to protect foraging and loafing 
waterbirds from human disturbance in Florida. Wildlife Society Bulletin, 25, 139-145. http://obpa-
nc.org/DOI-AdminRecord/0048818-0048824.pdf 
 
Samia, D., S. Nakagawa, F. Nomura, T. Rangel and D. T. Blumstein. 2015. Increased tolerance to 
humans among disturbed wildlife. Nature Communications. 6(8877). 
https://doi.org/10.1038/ncomms9877. 
 
Taylor, A.R., and Knight, R.L. 2003. Wildlife responses to recreation and associated visitor 
perceptions, Ecological Applications, 13(4), 951-963. 
https://esajournals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1890/1051-
0761%282003%2913%5B951%3AWRTRAA%5D2.0.CO%3B2 
 
Vaske, J.J., Graefe, A.R., and Kuss, F,R, 1983. Recreation impacts: a synthesis of ecological and 
social research. Transactions of North American Wildlife and Natural Resources 
 
Yalden, P.E. and Yalden D. 1990. Recreational disturbance of breeding golden plovers (Pluvialis 
apricarius), Biological Conservation, 51, 243-262. 
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/0006320790901112 

 

https://esajournals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1890/1051-0761%281998%29008%5B0162%3AIORTOB%5D2.0.CO%3B2
https://esajournals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1890/1051-0761%281998%29008%5B0162%3AIORTOB%5D2.0.CO%3B2
https://www.jstor.org/stable/3783988?seq=1#metadata_info_tab_contents
https://www.jstor.org/stable/3801143?seq=10#metadata_info_tab_contents
https://www.jstor.org/stable/2386390?seq=9#metadata_info_tab_contents
http://obpa-nc.org/DOI-AdminRecord/0048818-0048824.pdf
http://obpa-nc.org/DOI-AdminRecord/0048818-0048824.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1038/ncomms9877
https://esajournals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1890/1051-0761%282003%2913%5B951%3AWRTRAA%5D2.0.CO%3B2
https://esajournals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1890/1051-0761%282003%2913%5B951%3AWRTRAA%5D2.0.CO%3B2
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/0006320790901112

	Compatibility Determination
	Title
	Refuge Use Category
	Refuge Use Category
	Refuge Use Type(s)
	Wildlife Observation, Photography, Interpretation, and Environmental Education
	Refuge
	Refuge Purpose(s) and Establishing and Acquisition Authority(ies)
	National Wildlife Refuge System lands are managed consistent with a number of federal statutes, regulations, policies, and other guidance. The National Wildlife Refuge System Administration Act of 1966, as amended (16 United States Code [U.S.C.] 668dd...
	The National Wildlife Refuge System Improvement Act of 1997 (Public Law [P.L.] 105-57) made important amendments to the Administration Act, one of which was the mandate that a comprehensive conservation plan be completed for every unit of the System. ...
	The Migratory Bird Hunting Stamp Act of March 16, 1934, as amended by section 3 of the Act of August 1, 1958 (72 Stat. 486, 16 U.S.C. sec. 716 d[c]), authorized the Secretary of Interior to acquire small wetland or pothole areas suitable as Waterfowl ...
	Additional Authorities include the following: Consolidated Farm and Rural Development Act, Migratory Bird Conservation Act, North American Wetlands Conservation Act, and the Emergency Wetlands Resources Act.
	National Wildlife Refuge System Mission
	Description of Use
	Is this an existing use?
	What is the use?
	Wildlife Observation, Photography, Interpretation, and Environmental Education
	Is the use a priority public use?
	Where would the use be conducted?
	When would the use be conducted?
	Why is this use being proposed or reevaluated?

	Availability of Resources
	Currently, existing staff resources are adequate to manage this use at anticipated levels. Staff time primarily involves phone conversations, written correspondence, and interpretation and environmental education programs.  Total staff time required i...
	Anticipated Impacts of the Use
	Potential impacts of a proposed use on the refuge's purpose(s) and the Refuge System mission

	Engaging in activity associated with wildlife observation and photography can be done with very little impact to wildlife (Burger et al. 1995). However, if measures are not taken to reduce disturbance, wildlife can suffer from being displaced to less ...
	Public Review and Comment
	Determination
	Is the use compatible?

	Stipulations Necessary to Ensure Compatibility
	1. Regulations and wildlife friendly behavior (e.g., requirements to stay on designated trails, dogs must be kept on a leash, etc.) will be described in brochures/websites.
	2. Regulatory and directional signs will clearly mark closed areas.
	3. Visitors engaging in wildlife dependent public uses  will be directed to public use facilities which are not in or near sensitive areas.
	Justification


