Acting Director P. Patrick Leahy Joint Remarks with Acting Director Matt Hogan, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service at The Wildlife Society Annual Conference, Madison, Wisconsin, September 26, 2005.  “Sustaining Biological Diversity and Ecological Functions in the Face of Large-scale Change: Future Challenges in Natural Resource Management”
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(Acting Director Matt Hogan, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service speaking)

Good afternoon, and thank you for the opportunity to share information about the Future Challenges Project, a new science partnership between the U.S. Geological Survey and the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service.
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Future Challenges – U.S. Geological Survey, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service
We see this partnership as a way for our two bureaus to move ahead together, to manage natural resources in ways that will sustain biological diversity and ecological functions in the face of large-scale environmental changes.
We have adopted the slogan, “Two Bureaus, One Mission.”
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What is the Future Challenges project?

As you all know, forces of ecological change are underway that will affect the sustainability of our nation’s fish, wildlife, and plant resources, and their habitats, in the 21st Century.
These emerging conservation challenges are re-defining the landscape of fish and wildlife conservation.

The Service and the USGS must plan and position ourselves to meet these immense future challenges. 
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Partnership Emerged From October 2003 Meeting of USGS Executive LeadershipTeam and Fish and Wildlife Service Directorate
This partnership emerged through consensus between our joint executive leadership that we need a visionary, science-based approach to conserving biological diversity and ecosystem function in the face of rapid, widespread ecological change. 

This approach does not flow naturally from managing crisis-to-crisis, or from strategic planning with limited time horizons. 

It was initiated under the leadership of former Director’s Chip Groat and Steve Williams.  Pat Leahy and I, as acting Director’s, continue this strong support. 
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Future Challenges Project Goal:

The Future Challenges project will prepare us for the conservation challenges we will face over the next 15-20 years.

We are asking some basic but hard questions: 1) What do we know and what don’t we know about these challenges?  2) How will our agencies need to respond to these challenges? and 3) What scientific capacity do we need to build to inform future management?
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Ground-Breaking Scientific Research is the Foundation

Why does the Future Challenges partnership matter?  Because history shows that groundbreaking scientific research is the foundation for significant progress in addressing environmental challenges of this magnitude.  

For example, the early work done on flyways in the 1920s allowed us to plan for and site our migratory waterfowl refuges in the 1930s and ’40s, and launch the Migratory Bird Hunting and Conservation Stamp Program -- which we know as The Duck Stamp Program -- one of the most successful wetlands conservation programs ever initiated. 

In the 1960s, Rachel Carson moved the nation and the world to address the ecological crisis of environmental contaminants. Her success was possible because her findings were based on the accumulation of unassailable research that could withstand scrutiny and criticism. By the time Carson published Silent Spring in 1962, she had almost 20 years of research from Patuxent Research Refuge scientists to support her claims.
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Our Turn to Build the Scientific Foundation
The visionaries who identified and built the knowledge base that allowed conservation leaders like Rachel Carson and “Ding” Darling to accomplish so much didn’t wait for a new appropriation from Congress, the passage of legislation, or a reprogramming of funds to begin their work.  

They recognized the chemical pesticide revolution, the loss of migratory waterfowl habitat, and the decline of species as emerging conservation challenges.  They mustered the will and the resources, and they built the science base to support management action.

It is now our turn, and our responsibility, to do the same for the next generation of conservationists. 

And now it’s my privilege to yield the podium to USGS Acting Director, Pat Leahy, to tell you more about how we will address this important responsibility.
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Significant Future Impacts to Biodiversity and Ecosystem Function 
(Acting Director Pat Leahy speaking)

Of course, the world of science and conservation are full of challenges.  But we believe that invasive species, biotechnology, climate change, and water for ecological needs are among the greatest future challenges to maintaining biodiversity and ecosystem function.  
Therefore, the USGS and FWS are using these four issues as a starting place from which to launch our new partnership in science-based conservation.

We recognize that these are not the only challenges with the potential to significantly impact biodiversity and ecosystem function, and we expect that other important challenges will be targeted in the future.
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Invasive Species

This growing threat is fueled by the  “The 3 Ts”: Trade, Travel, and Transport, which are happening more, faster and farther in a global economy. 
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Consequences of Invasive Species are Environmental and Economic

We already have a good start in the area of invasives, given the problems they pose on Federal lands, including our national wildlife refuges.  It is estimated that 100 million acres of Federal land are infested, and another 4,600 acres become infested every day.
Our challenge is to focus not on what we are currently doing, but to learn what can be done to get better traction on this difficult problem so that we see better and faster results.  Einstein’s famous dictum that “You can’t solve problems at the level they are created” seems particularly applicable to this issue.

The National Invasive Species Council has established the basic framework for addressing invasives in its statement of goals:  Prevention; Early Detection; Control; Eradication; Restoration; and Coordination.  

Our question is this: “What science and management strategies and partnerships are needed to address this challenge faster and more efficiently than invasives are being introduced and spread?”
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Biotechnology

Biotechnology is a rapidly developing area of science.  
“Biotechnology” is a term that may mean different things to different people.

For the purposes of the Future Challenges project, “biotechnology” focuses upon the capability to alter the genetic structure of organisms and populations, primarily to increase the frequency of expression of desired traits.  Genetic modification, genetic engineering, genomics, advanced techniques, and gene modeling are all parts of this issue. 

Modern biotechnology has the potential to create genetically engineered organisms that can enter the natural environment.  Bioengineered organisms themselves could be either a tool for conservation or a potential threat to ecosystems and species.
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Can modern biotechnology support natural resource conservation?

As a conservation tool, “modern” biotechnology can be applied:

1. To better understand and manage populations, which molecular and genetic tools make possible; and

2. To modify or manipulate organisms, through reproduction-technologies, cloning,  and genetic engineering.  We must expect and be prepared to respond to a combination of all three.
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First Transgenic Animal on U.S. Market
The Food and Drug Administration claims the regulatory lead over transgenic fish and other aquatic animals based on the argument that genetically modified animals fit the legal definition of a drug.  Drug regulations forbid public review of safety evidence until after FDA approval, and FDA has interpreted this to apply also to ecological safety evidence.  
The FDA explicitly did not regulate the GloFish, finding “the absence of a clear risk to the public health” on Dec. 9, 2003. 

At present, neither FWS or USGS have formal involvement in the risk assessment for bioengineered organisms despite their potential to be released into nature with possible adverse consequences.  We are now exploring what our role should be in reforming policy as it relates biological diversity and what we can provide in the way of science and policy governance. 
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Climate Change

Regarding the challenge of climate change, the documented increase in the earth’s temperature suggests that there will be broad ecosystem implications from the 2-4 degree C. increase predicted by the end of the 21st century.  
For example, we can anticipate changes in precipitation patterns and in average and extreme temperatures over a given landscape, which in turn will affect the distribution of plant and animal communities. 

Consequences are likely to be increased species endangerment and more inroads for invasive species.
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Global Climate Change of Increasing Interest in Fish and Wildlife Conservation

As demonstrated by the cover of this technical review of The Wildlife Society, the issue of global climate change is of increasing interest to those of us whose mission is fish and wildlife conservation.  

In this groundbreaking report, the Society’s Technical Review Committee states:  “The climate change now underway has extensive potential to affect wildlife throughout North America . . . .  Ignoring climate change is likely to increasingly result in failure to reach wildlife management objectives.  Wildlife managers need to become knowledgeable about climate change, ways to cope with it, and ways to take advantage of it.”
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Water For Ecological Needs

Sound planning for water to support ecological needs depends on a sound understanding of the nation’s water resources and a sound understanding of how people will use water in the future.
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Demand for Ecosystem Services is a Major Driver of Changes in Water Allocations 
Legal systems and societal values have changed since many water resource allocation decisions were made earlier in the 20th Century.  At the same time, demand for water has changed in many areas due to population growth and development, economic factors, and societal expectations.  

Water allocations are being revisited or quantified for the first time throughout the country, and water for ecological needs is a major consideration in many decisions.  

The public demands that these decisions be well informed, and the long-term implications of these decisions on aquatic resource conservation are tremendous.   
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Future Challenge:  Elevating Ecosystem Requirements in Water-Use Planning

When the legal systems were designed the principle question then was -- How much water can we reliably withdraw from the river? Today we must ask -- How much water do we need to leave in the river?
Making good decisions regarding ecosystem needs will require new integrated science that goes beyond minimum in-stream flow needs for individual species.  
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We must invest time and talent to building the necessary scientific data and understanding to address these current and future challenges.
We owe it to future generations, to ensure that conservation action will be founded on firm scientific knowledge.

•And on that note, I’ll pass the baton back to Matt Hogan for a discussion of our overall game plan.
•And on that note, I’ll pass the baton back to Matt Hogan for a discussion of our overall game plan.
And on that note, I’ll pass the baton back to Matt Hogan for a discussion of our overall game plan.
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Overall Game Plan
This year our Future Challenges efforts have included four regional workshops to explore these issues from a regional perspective.  Reports from those workshops are under internal review.
A national listening session is being planned to engage our stakeholders and partners.

A final report and action plan will be published during 2006.
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Regional Workshops

In May and June, 4 workshops were held to examine the challenge issues from different regional perspectives, to determine implications for fish and wildlife conservation, and begin to identify needed science direction and management actions. 
The focus of the workshops was internal, to engage our employees in this strategic thinking process, although we did invite selected partners, such as State fish and wildlife agency personnel.
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Results: Invasive Species

The workshop participants agreed on the need to place proportionately greater emphasis on research aimed at invasive species assessment, prioritization, prevention, detection, and control efforts applied early in the invasion process.
This may seem self-evident but represents an important shift in emphasis from monitoring and control of established invader populations.

Workshop participants also identified the need to further elucidate the linkages between global change, biotechnology and invasive species.

The amount of overlap in the recommendations of the four workshops suggests the opportunity for better coordination of research and management in addressing similar needs.

Department of Interior lands, especially U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service refuges, offer great opportunities for research and adaptive management and should be a greater focus.
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Results: Biotechnology

Biotechnological tools harbor enormous promise for use in conservation.  But we must invest the time and talent to develop the ecological understanding to apply them carefully and responsibly.
Both agencies must broaden their understanding and stimulate strategic thinking and planning for research and management actions.

Both the Fish and Wildlife Service and the Geological Survey need to expand their conservation genetics capabilities and integrate them more effectively within and between the two bureaus.
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Results: Climate Change
The human, economic and environmental devastation wrought by Hurricane Katrina reinforces the importance of climate in our lives and work.
Enhanced strategies to monitor climate change and understand and predict its effects on wildlife and habitats must be a priority.  

Employing adaptive management in the short term might allow managers to adjust strategies and techniques and better anticipate future effects on wildlife.

Another consensus was to focus management pertinent to climate change at the ecosystem level.  This approach would help maintain a diversity of habitats and migratory corridors.  Strategic planning would result in a focus on species and habitats where USGS and FWS can make the biggest difference.

Clearly, we will need to rethink our approaches to designing refuges and other protected areas to better reflect the importance of changing global and regional climate.

Additional education and orientation are needed in both bureaus to broaden understanding and stimulate partnership activities.
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Results: Water for Ecological Needs

We must be able to define the key hydrological and geological mechanisms driving changes in aquatic ecosystems and predict the ecological responses.
An improved systems understanding will allow resource managers to prioritize areas for management and develop management strategies tailored for vulnerable systems.

Quantitative models must predict change in four areas:


Hydrologic regimes;

Terrestrial and aquatic ecological function;

Biological communities; and

Threats to human health.

The workshop discussions of priority science needs to be dove-tailed well with the information needs identified by managers.
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Workshops’ Consensus
Several areas of broad consensus have emerged from the regional workshops:
Comprehensive monitoring;

Systems-level understanding:

Key importance of predictive modeling, linked to management; and

Need for advancement in risk assessment capabilities.
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National Listening Session

We are planning a national listening session for early next year specifically to engage our stakeholders and partners in the Future Challenges project.  
What we need to hear is whether you think we are heading in the right direction, as well as your ideas and recommendations for priorities or other aspects of these Challenge issues that we should consider.  We also want to hear about opportunities for partnership.  
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Action Plan

A team of executives from both agencies will synthesize the reports generated from each regional workshop and the information gathered from the listening session to develop a national report and action plan.  
Our goal is to produce a well-informed strategic vision for the science and management initiatives that we should undertake now and in the next few years to best position our agencies to effectively deal with the management challenges we must face over the next 15 to 20 years. 

We obviously have many interests in common with both State fish and wildlife agencies and the wildlife professionals in the academic community.  We look forward to working with state agencies and with the entire professional wildlife management community as this project moves forward.
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Opportunity for Input
Please join us later today for a discussion of the Future Challenges Project.  We seek your ideas and comments.  Thank you.
