Black Duck Scenarios & Strawman Actions
Scenario 1: Chesapeake Rivers Conservation Phase II
Background: This is Phase II of four anticipated NAWCA proposals that contribute to a long-term, landscapescale effort to protect and restore wetland habitat in the Choptank, Nanticoke, Wicomico, and Pocomoke River watersheds, four of the most pristine watersheds of the Chesapeake Bay in Maryland. These watersheds are renowned for verdant tidal and nontidal wetland complexes that support notable plant and wildlife biological diversity, including a significant number of rare species. These watersheds encompass four Waterfowl Focus Areas for the Atlantic Coast Joint Venture (ACJV), primarily due to the large expanses of coastal marshes and submerged aquatic vegetation beds that provide excellent shelter and forage for migrating waterfowl like American black duck and several other high priority species. The Blackwater-Nanticoke River Focus Area alone supports 35% of all wintering waterfowl using the Atlantic Flyway. The major historical shift from forest to agriculture on the Delmarva Peninsula, and the accompanying wetland drainage, has resulted in significant opportunity to restore prior-converted agricultural lands.
The project affects 856 acres of estuarine wetlands, 359 acres of palustrine forested wetlands, and 40 acres of palustrine emergent wetlands – all declining wetland types. Following are examples of priority species that will benefit from these habitats: Waterfowl – American black duck, northern pintail, wood duck, and mallard, Neotropical Migrants – prothonotary warblers, Kentucky warblers, wood thrush, and worm-eating warblers, Others – American woodcock, Delmarva fox squirrel, Atlantic and shortnose sturgeon.
Strawman Project: The goal of the Chesapeake Rivers Conservation II partnership is to provide an additional 2,284 acres of permanently protected high quality stopover and nesting habitat for migratory waterfowl and neotropical migrants. It will add 386 acres of conservation easements to the Blackwater National Wildlife Refuge (the Green, Wells, and Wheatle tracts), secure perpetual conservation easements on another 1,898 acres of private lands (the Leese, Harding, and Quantico tracts), and restore important wetlands on another 38.5 acres (the Choptank Watershed Wetland Restoration Program). 
Information and considerations: With agriculture as the dominant land use, these Focus Areas are considered rural when compared to nearby metro-areas, but recent human population growth trends are concerning. The average population growth rate of Eastern Shore counties between 1990 and 2004 was 20% which was 4% higher than the population growth of the entire state of Maryland. Projected growth rates for the Eastern Shore through 2030 are even higher at over 32%. Considering this, it is unsurprising that a primary conservation recommendation by the ACJV WIP is reducing the threat of residential development, both to immediate habitat and downstream aquatic resources like submerged aquatic vegetation (SAV) beds and marshes, by protecting existing rural lands. 

The Leese tract contains 807 acres of significant declining wetland habitat within an area identified by the Black Duck Decision Support Tool as priority black duck habitat in the Chesapeake Bay. The tract is adjacent to the 900-acre Pocomoke Sound State Wildlife Management Area, and sits on Marumsco Creek, a tributary of Kitts Creek, whose waters are protected as a 1,000-acre state oyster sanctuary that also supports large numbers of wintering and migrating waterfowl.

The 420-acre Harding tract is located in a critical corridor between the sprawling city of Cambridge and the Blackwater NWR, and it is directly adjacent to several other protected properties. The Harding tract contains 44 acres of palustrine forested wetlands that border The Nature Conservancy’s Blackwater River matrix forest block which is defined as an area that, if protected and allowed to regain its natural condition, would serve as a critical source area for all species requiring interior forest conditions.

The 478-acre Quantico tract consists of 52 acres of forested wetlands, 64 acres of emergent wetland, and 130 acres of forested upland, and abuts the state owned Nanticoke River Wildlife Management Area. Protection of the Quantico tract will create an important wildlife corridor of native forest and adjacent farmland which will provide habitat for the recently delisted Delmarva fox squirrel as well as numerous neotropical migratory songbirds and raptors

The Green, Wells, and Wheatley tracts are all located within Blackwater NWR’s acquisition boundary along the Nanticoke River. One of the last relatively pristine, major watersheds on Maryland’s lower Eastern Shore, the Nanticoke River watershed comprises low-lying marshlands, wooded swamps, floodplain forests, loblolly pines, and floodplain agricultural fields. It is the least developed segment of a major river valley in the state, and harbors the largest intact pine forest on the Delmarva Peninsula. The three tracts combined contain 243 acres of tidal and non-tidal marshes and wooded swamps. Conservation easements held by the USFWS will be placed on all three tracts in order to protect key wildlife and wetland habitats. Blackwater NWR, to which these easements will be incorporated, is important primarily as migrating and wintering habitat for waterfowl, and is also one of the Chesapeake Bay’s most productive estuarine assets, supporting diverse aquatic and emergent plant and animal communities.

The Choptank Watershed Wetland Restoration Program (CWWRP) sites in this proposal include five individual restoration projects which are part of Ducks Unlimited’s (DU) CWWRP. These five projects collectively total nearly 39 acres of restored wetland and adjacent buffers. All five projects restored prior-converted agricultural lands to native emergent wetland. Restoration techniques included discontinuing active agriculture, removing drainage mechanisms (ditches or drainage tile), constructing low berms, minor contouring of wetland interior, installation of water control structures, and planting adjacent buffers. Landowners at each of these tracts have signed 30-year agreements committing to managing the restored areas as moist-soil, emergent wetland for the benefit of migratory waterfowl. These projects also reduce transport of excess nutrients and sediment from agricultural runoff into tidal tributaries of the Chesapeake Bay, resulting in downstream habitat and water quality improvements.
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Project area, grant tracts, and protected lands. Project area is combined boundaries of the Choptank, Nanticoke, Wicomico, and Pocomoke River watersheds.
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Aerial images of property boundaries for each tract (yellow) with national wetland inventory overlay to denote wetland habitats on each property.

Scenario 2: Nanticoke Watershed Improvement Project (Maryland)
Background: The Nanticoke River is a major tributary of the Chesapeake Bay on the Delmarva Peninsula. The River remains one of the most diverse and intact in the Chesapeake Bay watershed. The River’s coastal marshes have long been recognized for their significance in providing habitat for a wide variety of flora and fauna. A trip along the bottomland forests could yield abundant opportunities to see a number of wading birds and waterfowl, as the marshes are extremely productive and support a wide variety of birds. Bald eagles frequent the River in search of food. Home to hundreds of rare, threatened and endangered species, the Nanticoke provides some of few places you can find some globally rare plant and animal species in Maryland, including Harper’s beakrush, Parker’s pipewort, wild lupine and box huckleberry, and unique plant communities - such as Atlantic white cedar non-tidal wetlands and xeric sand ridge forest. However these fragile ecosystems and their biodiversity are at threat from a noxious reed, Phragmites australis. Phragmites is a non-native, invasive perennial plant that grows in wetlands and along roadsides and shorelines throughout the Chesapeake Bay watershed. Following hurricane Sandy in 2012, Phragmites began to invade the once pristine wetlands of the Nanticoke River. 
Strawman Project: In order to perpetuate and improve waterfowl use of this River during migration, this project will result in the eradication of Phragmites on 1,500 acres of public and private lands along the Nanticoke River. It will improve the long-term health of marsh vegetative communities, resulting in more resilient tidal wetland systems, and will improve wetland habitat by increasing areas of wild rice, a high energy food for migrating waterfowl. Treatment of Phragmites flare-ups will use aerial and ground herbicide applications. The control work will be conducted by certified contractors specializing in wetland invasive plant management. 
Information and considerations: A helicopter will be used to apply herbicide as it is the most efficient and effective means of application. The broad-spectrum herbicide, glyphosate (which is commercially available as Rodeo®, among others,), is known to control Phragmites and is approved by the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency for wetland use. Given historic results, the employment of glyphosate is preferred for this application. MD DNR staff and the helicopter pilot will use maps produced via GIS to fly transacts within the Nanticoke watershed and apply herbicide onto the selected stands of Phragmites that are monopolizing the landscape in important wildlife areas. The project will benefit current and future Refuge lands located within the Nanticoke River Unit of the Chesapeake Bay Marshlands National Wildlife Refuge Complex. All eradication operations will take place within the acquisition boundary of the Nanticoke Unit of the Refuge which will result in improved water quality and wetland function within the Nanticoke watershed and at the adjacent Blackwater Unit of the Chesapeake Marshlands NWR.
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Scenario 3: Rappahannock River Conservation Partnership Phase I
Background: This is the first of several project phases to permanently protect strategic coastal properties, consisting of diverse wetland and upland habitats in the project area, which is defined as the entire coastal zone of Virginia, spanning 29 counties and 19 independent cities. Specifically, this proposal seeks to secure 3,888 acres of perpetual conservation easements on strategic properties situated along the Rappahannock River, within the Rappahannock River National Wildlife Refuge expansion boundary. This project, which will advance adaptation and resilience in the face of climate change, is located in the Atlantic Coast Joint Venture’s (ACJV) Rappahannock River Waterfowl Focus Area, as well as a RAMSAR wetland of international importance, and significantly contributes to the goals of the national and regional bird conservation plans. The Rappahannock River supports six priority species: American black duck, mallard, northern pintail, greater and lesser scaup, and the southern James Bay population of Canada goose. Other priority species found within the project area include: wood duck, canvasback, redhead, ring-necked duck, and American widgeon. Other species observed during mid-winter or other aerial surveys include: gadwall, American green-winged teal, blue-winged teal, shoveler, goldeneye, bufflehead, ruddy duck, scoters, sharp-tailed duck, hooded, red-breasted, and common mergansers, snow goose, and tundra swan. 

Strawman Project: Perpetually protect over 3,888 acres within the Rappahannock River Valley National Wildlife Refuge expansion boundary. This includes the 488-acre Davis Farm tract and the 3,434-acre Rappahannock Farm Tract. The Davis Farm tract, which includes 201 acres of declining wetlands, 31 acres of palustrine emergent wetlands, 160 acres of palustrine forested wetlands, 10 acres of palustrine shrub scrub wetlands) and 279 acres of associated forested upland habitat, will be protected via perpetual easement to benefit breeding, migrating and wintering birds following the conservation recommendations and goals of the ACJV and the North American Bird Conservation Initiative. The Rappahannock River Farm tract will protect 256 acres of declining wetlands (5 acres of palustrine emergent wetlands, 103 acres of palustrine forested wetlands, 480 acres of palustrine shrub scrub wetlands), 652 acres of estuarine wetlands, and 2,492 acres of upland. Future project phases will protect additional tracts within the Rappahannock River NWR Expansion Boundary, as well as other strategic properties within the project area.
Information and considerations. The Rappahannock River Valley provides productive habitat for a diverse array of flora and fauna. Some of this species diversity can be attributed to the fact that the Rappahannock River watershed lies at the geographic southern limits for many northeastern species, and at the northern limits for many southeastern species. The Rappahannock River Valley is strategically located along the Atlantic Flyway and is a major tributary to the Chesapeake Bay. 
The 3,434 acre Rappahannock River Farm tract is comprised of 720 acres of agricultural fields (a portion of which are maintained as wildlife food plots) and 1,772 acres of mixed hardwoods/pine forest, with wetlands on the Rappahannock River, Sluice Creek, Lewis Creek, Quioccasin Creek, Farmer’s Hall Creek, and Broad Creek. The property contains a total of 9.8 miles of riparian corridors as a result of extensive water frontage. A tidal oligohaline marsh system is located along Broad Creek. The property perpetually protects 908 acres of diverse wetland types and contains numerous drainages and several ponds. The farm is operated in a small grain rotation, with extensive areas managed for quail and wildlife habitat. The farm is used as a hunting preserve with various forms of hunting conducted on the property including quail hunts, duck hunts, deer hunts, and sport clay shooting. Several areas are managed for duck hunting with wildlife planting and seasonal water impoundments. 
The Davis tract protects 2.3 miles of riparian habitat along the Rappahannock River. Emergent wetlands will provide forage and nesting habitat for dabbling ducks like mallards and American black ducks and protected riparian shoreline provides sheltered loafing and foraging areas for all waterfowl. The purchase of the Davis tract will be broken into two phases as the tract is comprised of four tax parcels owned by the same land owner. The first 126 acre phase (Davis Phase 1 in the work plan) will be protected via a perpetual easement. A perpetual conservation easement over the remaining acreage will be purchased with grant and match funds provided by the Department of Defense, Readiness and Environmental Protection Integration (DOD, REPI) Program. Virginia Outdoors Foundation (VOF) will hold both easements and a NAWCA notice of grant requirements will be placed over both easements. Easement acquisition of the Davis tract will help ensure that incompatible land uses, including development, do not encroach upon the Rappahannock River NWR and other protected lands along the Rappahannock River. 
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Scenario 4: Dragon Run, Phase I (Virginia). 

Background: This proposal is the first phase of a multi-year project to protect bottomland hardwood (bald cypress) swamps and forests and adjacent upland forested habitat in Dragon Run for the benefit of waterfowl, wetland-associated bird species and other wildlife. Dragon Run is the best and northernmost example of a tidal and non-tidally influenced Bald cypress swamp system on the East Coast. Located in the Coastal Plain of Virginia and on the Western shore of the Chesapeake Bay, the project area represents the largest relatively unfragmented forest and swamp community in the lower Chesapeake Bay. More than 28,000 acres of wetlands and uplands have been protected by The Nature Conservancy and its partners in the project area. Located between the Rappahannock River Valley National Wildlife Refuge and the James River National Wildlife Refuge, Dragon Run provides an ecological link between U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service National Wildlife Refuges and priority focus areas for waterfowl, migratory birds and aquatic species. The major threat to the project area is the conversion and fragmentation of forest and bottomland systems for residential and non-forest use (including hardwood tree harvesting). The conservation easement will limit residential development; provide restrictions on agricultural production and timber management while protecting intact riparian buffers. 
Strawman Project: TNC will acquire a conservation easement on and protect a 1132-acre property in Dragon Run (Gloucester County, Virginia), containing mature forested wetlands (Bald cypress swamp), emergent marsh, pine plantation and mixed uplands forest habitat. The conservation easement will limit development, allowing no more than three divisions & permitting no more than three (2-ac) home sites. Development would be located outside of a 100-ft buffer from streams & wetlands. Timber management is not permitted within the buffer. The agricultural lands on the property may be leased for farming. Hunting on the property will be permitted subject to lease provisions. 
Information and considerations: The project area is an important site for nesting, foraging and migrating neotropical birds, waterfowl and resident priority bird species. Specifically, this project will conserve habitat for two high priority waterfowl species (American Black Duck and Mallard), three other priority waterfowl species (Wood Duck, Canvasback and American Widgeon), several other waterfowl (e.g., Green-winged Teal, Gadwall), and more than a dozen wetland-dependent bird species (e.g., Prothonotary Warbler, Kentucky Warbler). The protection of the 1132-acre project tract is complemented by the protection of a 13,272-acre match tract, which is encumbered by a single deed of conservation easement as well as two additional match tracts of 11.63 acres and 112.40 acres. The project area connects conservation projects funded by the North American Wetlands Conservation Act (NAWCA) and other grant programs, and completed by the US Fish and Wildlife Service and its conservation partners on the Rappahannock River and James River. The Nature Conservancy and its partners have been working in the Dragon Run project area since 1986 and this project builds on conservation work completed in the Dragon Run project area. While more than 28,000 acres have been protected to date, effective conservation of the project area and its habitats will require additional conservation action.
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Scenario 5: Chesapeake Rivers Conservation Phase I
Background: This is Phase I of four anticipated NAWCA proposals that contribute to a long-term, large landscape-scale effort to protect and restore wetland habitat in the Choptank, Nanticoke, Wicomico, and Pocomoke River watersheds, four of the most pristine watersheds of the Chesapeake Bay in Maryland. Originating in the swamps and forests of southern Delaware, these rivers flow south through Queen Annes, Talbot, Caroline, Dorchester, Wicomico, Worcester, and Somerset counties in Maryland prior to discharging into the Chesapeake Bay (Figure 1). These watersheds are renowned for verdant tidal and nontidal wetland complexes that support notable plant and wildlife biological diversity, including a significant number of rare species. The lower reaches of these rivers encompass three waterfowl Focus Areas for the Atlantic Coast Joint Venture (ACJV), primarily due to the large expanses of coastal marshes and submerged aquatic vegetation beds that provide excellent shelter and forage for migrating waterfowl like American black duck and several other high priority species. The proposal renews the highly successful NAWCA partnership of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, Chesapeake Bay Field Office (CBFO), Maryland Department of Natural Resources (MD DNR), and The Nature Conservancy (TNC) from the Pocomoke River Conservation Partnership Phases I, II, and III, which protected over 3,600 acres of Chesapeake Bay river habitat, with over 450 acres restored. 
Strawman Project: Chesapeake Rivers Conservation Phase I will add 2,605 acres of permanently protected high quality stopover and nesting habitat for migratory waterfowl and neotropical migrants. The overall goal for the Chesapeake Rivers tracts is to protect them from development and intensive silviculture land uses to insure a healthy native Coastal Plain forest and wetland complex in perpetuity. This will include 1,400 acres of permanently protected wetland/upland migratory bird habitat to the Maryland’s State Forest System, and place conservation easements on another 1,205 acres. A total of 1,976 acres, or 76 percent, of the project area are declining palustrine forested, emergent, and scrub-shrub wetland habitats. 
Information and considerations: 

This project will protect a total of 1,983 acres of non-tidal forested bottomland, scrub-shrub, and emergent wetland habitat and 622 acres of adjacent forested uplands and farmland on the Little Blackwater River in the Nanticoke – Blackwater Drainage and Monie Creek, a major tributary of the Wicomico River. Currently, 1,097 acres of waterfowl habitat on the Stump property is degraded by intensive agricultural and forestry practices and threatened by residential development. Completion of the Chesapeake Rivers project will allow degraded wetlands and forests to recover, providing stable, high quality nesting, wintering, and/or migration habitat for 11 NAWMP priority waterfowl species in perpetuity. Seven additional waterfowl species of importance to the ACJV and/or (BCR30) also will benefit. It is anticipated that the water quality and aquatic habitat of the Little Blackwater, Blackwater, and Nanticoke rivers and Monie Creek, Wicomico Creek, Monie Bay, and the Wicomico River will show improvement because almost 2,400 acres of healthy forest and wetlands will buffer sediment and nutrient laden runoff from adjacent agricultural and residential land use. Water quality benefits will translate downstream throughout the ACJV Blackwater – Nanticoke River waterfowl focus area, improving water quality and habitat for submerged aquatic vegetation beds, oyster beds, marshes, and the waterfowl that depend on them for foraging and other life history requirements. Species benefited include priority waterfowl species such as the American black duck, northern pintail, wood duck, and mallard. The wetland-dependent American woodcock will also directly benefit from the project. Specific neotropical migrants which will benefit from protected habitat include prothonotary warblers, Kentucky warblers, wood thrush, and worm-eating warblers.
The 1,400 acre Stump property, located in the headwaters of Monie Creek, a tributary of the Wicomico River, will be purchased for permanent protection; MD DNR will own and manage the property for migratory waterfowl, songbirds and other forest interior wildlife as part of its State Forest system. Once purchased, all agriculture and intensive silviculture activities will cease and the property will be managed as native Chesapeake Bay wetland/upland habitat. A conservation easement will be purchased over the 825 acre Schnoor property, located outside of Cambridge, Maryland, in close proximity to the major metropolitan areas of Baltimore, MD, Dover, DE, and Washington, DC where there is a high level of development pressure. Protection of Schnoor would create a 2,700-acre contiguous wildlife corridor protected from development. A conservation easement will be purchased over the 380 acre Edgar tract, located along 1.5 miles of the Little Blackwater River, and containing 139 acres of palustrine emergent, forested, and scrub-shrub wetlands, 22 acres of upland forest, and 219 acres of farmland. 
The Edgar property is directly adjacent to a 121-acre protected property owned by the Dorchester County, and provides passive recreation and canoe/kayak access to the Little Blackwater River. Due to its location on the Little Blackwater River directly upstream from the Blackwater National Wildlife Refuge, the Edgar property serves as a valuable wildlife corridor for migratory waterfowl, songbirds, and raptors to nest and forage. The current land owner has observed bald eagles nesting on the property, as well as the recently delisted Delmarva fox squirrel foraging in the forested area. 
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