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Summary

The 71,516-acre Valentine National Wildlife Refuge is
located in the Sandhills of north-central Nebraska. The
Refuge is a unique and ecologically important component
of the National Wildlife Refuge System (System) which
includes over 500 refuges totaling approximately 93
million acres across the United States. The native grass
prairie and wetlands found here support a diversity of
wildlife. Little has changed from historic times. The
Refuge was established by Congress in 1935 “as a
breeding ground for migratory birds and other wildlife.”
The Refuge is home to 270 species of birds, 59 species of
mammals, and 22 species of reptiles and amphibians.
Several threatened and endangered plants, birds, and
one insect are found here. The 180-acre Holt Creek and
480-acre Yellowthroat Wildlife Management Areas in
Keya Paha and Brown Counties are also included in this
Plan.

This Comprehensive Conservation Plan (Plan) was
prepared for the Refuge and its Wildlife Management
Areas to guide their management for the next 10 to 15
year period. It is an updated and revised version of a
Draft Comprehensive Conservation Plan and
Environmental Assessment completed earlier this year.
It has been written to provide continuity of management
of Refuge lands for the benefit of wildlife and people.

Valentine Comprehensive Conservation Plan - September 1999

All efforts leading to the preparation of this Plan were
undertaken to provide the Refuge with a vision for the
future, guidelines for wildlife and habitat management
over the next 15 years to ensure progress is made
toward attaining the mission and goals of Valentine
NWR and the Refuge System, and to comply with
Congressional mandates stated in the National Wildlife
Refuge System Improvement Act of 1997. The planning
effort provided opportunities for interested people,
Federal and State agencies, State and local
governments, and private organizations to give input on
future management of the Refuge. This Plan provides
clear goals and objectives for management of Refuge
habitats, wildlife, threatened and endangered species,
cultural and paleontological resources, other compatible
public uses, and partnerships, along with
implementation strategies, and recommended staffing
and funding for these areas. This Plan also meets the
planning requirements of the National Wildlife Refuge
Improvement Act enacted by Congress in 1997.

The Draft Plan considered four alternatives for
management of Valentine NWR. Each of the
alternatives was evaluated for environmental
consequences in accordance with the National
Environmental Policy Act (NEPA). The Plan, in its
present form, contains the goals, objectives, and
strategies found by the Service to best aid the Refuge
and the National Wildlife Refuge System (System) to
attain their specific goals.

For a summary of the alternatives considered during the
planning process see Appendix H. Further information
on alternatives considered can be found in the Valentine
National Wildlife Refuge Draft Comprehensive
Conservation Plan and Environmental Assessment
(U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, 1999).



Several of the alternatives for manage-
ment of Valentine National Wildlife
Refuge call for the return of bison to
Refuge grasslands; Native grasses
growing on Refuge meadows provide
excellent nesting habitat for ducks,
prairie chickens, and birds which pre-
fer tall dense cover; The endangered
plant, blowout penstemon, grows inthe
sandy dunes where wind erosion cre-
ates areas of open sand;Money from
the sale of Duck Stamps was used to
purchase most of the lands that now
make up Valentine National Wildlife
Refuge; in April prairie chicken males
display on traditional breeding
grounds throughout the Refuge.

10
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Introduction /
Background

Refuge Overview: History of Refuge Establishment,
Acquisitionand Management

Valentine National Wildlife Refuge History

Valentine NWR was established on August 14, 1935, by
Executive Order No. 7142 “as a breeding ground for
migratory birds and other wildlife.” Lands for the
Refuge were purchased from private ranches,
recreational land, resort clubs, and corporations with
investment interests. Funding for acquisition came
from the Emergency Conservation Fund of 1933. The
dust bowl period of the 1930’s created concern among
conservationists for the survival of waterfowl species.
Many refuges were set-aside during this period to help
in meeting the goals of the Migratory Bird Treaty Act
of 1918. Since the 1940’s, additional lands have been
purchased and traded to straighten Refuge boundaries
and improve Refuge administration. In 1992, the Fort
Niobrara-Valentine National Wildlife Refuge Complex
acquired the Yellowthroat Wildlife Management Area,
a 920-acre fee title/easement area in Brown County,
and in 1995, the 180-acre fee title Holt Creek Wildlife
Management Area in Keya Paha County through the
U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA), Farmers
Home Administration, under provisions of the 1990
Farm Bill.

A Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC) Camp of 200
enrollees was established on Valentine NWR in 1935
and was operational until 1939. The CCC enrollees
constructed fences, roads, buildings, fire towers,
planted trees and shrubs, developed ponds and water
control structures, and built a diversion ditch from
Gordon Creek. Nebraska Game and Parks Commission
(NG&PC) acquired a water right for the Gordon Creek
Diversion. In the early 1980’s, this water right was
relinquished for lack of use and also because it was not
in the best interest of the Refuge. Surface water
management has been facilitated by subsequent
construction of seven water control structures and
records of lake elevations are available since the
1950's.

Valentine Comprehensive Conservation Plan - September 1999

The Refuge was opened to fishing when water
returned to the lakes following the drought of the
1930’s. The Refuge was opened for the following
hunting seasons: deer in 1964, pheasant and grouse in
1965, waterfowl in 1977, dove in 1983, and coyotes in
1986.

From 1935 through 1972, Valentine NWR was
managed by an on-site refuge manager in charge of
only Valentine NWR. In 1973, the Refuge was joined
with Fort Niobrara NWR to form a Complex with one
manager in charge.

The Refuge has two Research Natural Areas closed to
public entry, a 15,809-acre proposed wilderness area
designated in 1973 and located in the southwest part of
the Refuge, and was recognized as a Registered
National Landmark in 1979.

13



Wetland Management History

Thirty-seven major wetland areas exist on Valentine
NWR comprised of approximately 13,000 acres of
semipermanent and permanent wetlands which
historically have operated as a closed system except
for periods of high precipitation. Historic data
regarding surface and groundwater elevations are
available for the Refuge; however, the most consistent
data records available are since 1985.

Since establishment of the Refuge, various attempts
have been made to manage the water elevations of six
lakes by water control structures. However, water
elevations are dependent upon precipitation. Since
1981, above average annual precipitation has
complicated attempts of managing lake elevations
beyond diminishing the adverse effects of the
extremely high wetland levels experienced since the
mid-1980’s (See Table 1).

ANNUAL PRECIPITATION 1945-97
VALENTINE NWR

Inches
k2
=}
.. .17 |1

45 42 51 &4 57 B0 E2 EBE B9 Y@ TS T8 81 84 27 90 92 9E

O Annual Precipitation [Ave Precip 194597

Table 1

Approximately 40 U.S. Geological Survey (USGS)
wells have been established on and adjacent to the
Refuge in which groundwater elevations have been
monitored by Refuge staff since the 1950's. This
information is part of the monitoring program carried
out by USGS Water Resources Division. Groundwater
elevations are presently 4-7 feet above the elevations
recorded during the period 1950 to 1985.
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Gordon Creek Diversion History

In the 1930’s, the CCC'’s constructed a diversion on
Gordon Creek to divert water through the Refuge.
Considerable resources were allocated to the
construction of the diversion dam and ditch to
Hackberry Lake. However, the project was
“piecemealed” beyond Hackberry Lake through the
remainder of the Refuge (Dewey, Clear, and Willow
Lakes) and north through Trout and Big Alkali Lakes
via Slagel Creek and east through Ballard Marsh and
Red Deer Lake via East Plum Creek.

In 1952, a District Count Decree (Young, Harse and
Harms vs State of Nebraska) successfully challenged
the construction of a larger water control structure on
Willow Lake by Nebraska Game and Parks
Commission (Commission); set a maximum elevation
that water could be held in Willow Lake; and the
defendants were “permanently restrained and
enjoined from causing or permitting any interference
... and from by any act or in any manner causing or
contributing to causing the water in the natural water
course below and to the north of the outlet of Willow
Lake to flow in any different manner or at any
different time or season of the year than in the
manner and at times and seasons in which they are
wont to flow.” In 1997, the Willow Lake water control
structure washed out and the Commission has elected
not to replace the structure and to allow water levels in
Willow Lake to fluctuate naturally.

The water right for the Gordon Creek diversion was
acquired by the Commission, but the water right was
relinquished in the early 1980's because it was not of
benefit to the management of the Refuge. This
diversion was the original source of carp infestation for
the Refuge. Wetland management subsequent to the
construction of the diversion has focused on controlling
carp populations and the adverse effects of carp on
habitat and food resources of waterfowl and sport fish.
Over the years, water control structures were
constructed and reconstructed in an attempt to
prevent the movement of carp. However, by the 1940’s,
carp had spread throughout the wetlands in the
northwest area of the Refuge as well as the
downstream wetlands under the management of the
Commission and private landowners. Various attempts
to control carp with chemical treatment were carried
out in the 1950's and 1960’s to control carp populations
on the Refuge. The most effective control technique
was initiated in 1975 and, during the period 1975-82,
seven lakes were mechanically pumped and chemically
treated with rotenone to reduce the carp populations.
To date, only two of the renovated lakes have remained
carp-free. However, in the remaining five lakes, carp
populations have remained at moderate levels with the
implementation of biological control. Biological control
was accomplished by modifying northern pike size
limits to enhance the populations of larger northern
pike and subsequently reduce carp recruitment.
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Wildlife Management History

Wildlife populations have been affected by both the
management of wetland and grassland resources on
Valentine NWR. Grazing practices increased as a
result of increased demand for beef during World War
Il and remained in excess of 50,000 AUMs until the
mid-1960’s. Indigenous wildlife species with specific
habitat requirements (which are not achieved under
the widespread grazing/mowing regimes of that time)
did not fare very well. By the mid-1950’s, considerable
criticism was leveled against the management of the
Refuge both from within and outside the Service. In
the early 1970’s, a grassland management team was
formed to develop recommendations regarding the
management of Refuge grasslands. Wildlife populations,
for which monitoring data are available, have
responded positively to the spirit and intent of these
recommendations; specifically, the enhancement of
native Sandhill Prairie through the termination of
widespread, season-long grazing, annual mowing
practices, and the implementation of planned
grassland management treatments (See Table 2).
These provide optimum acreage of vegetative
composition, structure, and undisturbed nesting cover
for wildlife.

HISTORIC NEST COVER TREATMENT
PRE NESTING - VALENTINE NWR
100%
o 80% [
w..
5_ 60% -
L+
o 40% [~
It
2 20% |~
0%
1969 1973 1977 1981 1985 1989 1993 1987
1971 1875 1979 1883 1987 1981 1985
ODisturbed O1 ¥r. Rest W2 ¥rs.+ Rest
HISTORIC NEST COVER TREATMENT
POST NESTING - VALENTINENWR
100%
© 80%
© 60%
@
g 40%
L H
o 20%
P4
0%
1969 1973 1977 1981 1985 1989 1993 1997
1971 1875 1979 1983 1987 1891 1985
On June 30
CDisturbed O1 ¥r. Rest M2 Yrs.+ Rest
Table 2.
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Waterfowl

The annual acreage of undisturbed cover for upland
nesting birds increased from less than 5 percent in
1969 to greater than 50 percent by 1985 (See Table 3).
The increase in undisturbed nesting cover acreage has
resulted in greater productivity and population levels
particularly for upland nesting waterfowl. Specifically,
a significant improvement has occurred in the hatching
chronology of blue-winged teal and mallards with the
increased acreage of undisturbed cover. The earlier
hatching peaks since 1978 have ultimately resulted in
greater recruitment rates (See Table 4) and
subsequently greater breeding populations and
composition of dabbling ducks. In particular, mallard
breeding pairs have increased dramatically with the
increased acreage of cover that received rest
treatment for two or more growing seasons, and this
increase occurred during a period of extremely low
continental duck breeding populations.

GRASSLAND TREATHM ENT
VAL ENTINE MR

3

Rareage
Thousands
.
=

g

=

(1] Té TH a4 =] a4
ClRest [@Epring R otatienal
8. puration EIFall W initer
Table 3.
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E w0
TN E

0
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CZ 1968-77 1 1978-85

MALLARD HATCHING CHRONOLOGY

Percent
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| 1968-77 [ 1978-85 |

Table 4.
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Native Birds and Other Wildlife

Management of native birds and other wildlife has
varied in intensity over the years with the greatest
impact indirectly or directly due to habitat management
practices. Prairie grouse, a term used to describe
sharp-tailed grouse and greater prairie chicken, were
once plentiful on the Great Plains, but by the late
1800’s, demand for birds in eastern markets,
development of efficient railway shipping, and
willingness of individuals to exploit a seemingly
unlimited resource, combined to dramatically reduce
prairie grouse populations. Extirpated in many parts
of their ranges, remnant populations of sharp-tailed
grouse and prairie chicken populations survived in the
Sandhills of Nebraska due to lack of intensive
agriculture- altered habitat (Mitchell et al. 1984).
Prairie grouse were identified in one of the first
quarterly reports of the Refuge as native birds for
management consideration and emphasis. Over the
years, management decisions and actions have
addressed prairie grouse needs to varying degrees.
Researchers believe that habitat conditions (structure,
species composition) which are correlated to use
(grazing, haying) has determined the average
population size, but other factors (i.e., weather)
operated equally in good and poor habitat to cause
similar rates of annual gallinaceous birds population
changes. Annual counts of displaying sharp-tailed
grouse and prairie chicken males support that
relationship or effect. Prairie grouse numbers have
cycled with higher average population levels occurring
on the Refuge when forage availability was higher.
Statistical analysis indicates that a significant inverse
relationship exists between the level of AUM
utilization and the breeding population of prairie
chickens on Valentine NWR (See Table 5).
Additionally, Hughes and McDaniel (unpublished 1998)
developed linear regression models for the Refuge to
determine relationships between cover treatment and
the number of male prairie chickens surveyed during
the period 1969-1996. The best fit model indicated an
inverse significant relationship between the
percentage of disturbed cover throughout the year
prior to the breeding population survey period;
indicating the importance of undisturbed cover for
prairie chickens throughout the year for nesting, brood
rearing, and winter survival.
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Table 5.

The greater prairie chicken is an “indicator species” of
the health and vigor of native grasslands and is a
reflection of the management of native grasslands. In
the 1930’s, 21 refuges existed with breeding populations
of greater prairie chickens and, by 1963, the only
remaining breeding populations existed on Ft.
Niobrara-Valentine NWRs. Since the 1980’s, a
considerable effort has been put forth within the Ft.
Niobrara-Valentine NWR Complex to increase the
health, vigor, and residual cover amounts of native
grasslands for upland nesting birds by controlling the
timing of grazing and rest treatments.

Pronghorn antelope were historically common on the
open prairies of the Sandhills through the late 1800’s;
however, by 1908, they were on the decline and
observed only in the western and northern portions of
Nebraska. The Service has never attempted to
reintroduce pronghorn antelope to this Refuge. Coyote
predation is the primary factor influencing the survival
of pronghorn on the Refuge.

Other wildlife have undoubtedly benefitted from the
enhancement of Sandhill Prairie; however, specific
surveys have not been carried out to document
changes in the numerous species present on Valentine
NWR.
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Grassland Management History

Livestock grazing has occurred on Valentine NWR
since establishment. However, the level of grazing
dramatically increased during the early 1950’s, and by
the early 1960’s, annual grazing use exceeded 50,000
animal unit months (AUM). Virtually the entire Refuge
grassland acreage was grazed or hayed. The two
Natural Research Areas, totaling 1,381 acres, were not
grazed. This level of grazing had a negative impact on
wildlife and vegetation on the Refuge.

In 1971, a grassland management study team was
formed to look into the situation and recommend
appropriate corrective actions. The major management
recommendations of the team were:

P Zone all meadows based on their value for nesting
waterfowl.

P Stop annual mowing of meadows.

P Improve native plant vigor and composition by
prescribed burning, mowing, and grazing with
alternating periods of rest.

P Maintain nesting cover by providing 40- to 100-acre
undisturbed blocks for three to eight years.

P Hold units in reserve through normal attrition of
permittees to allow for flexible and intensive
manipulation.

P Initiate restoration of native vegetation on priority
meadows beginning in 1972.

P Develop small food plots (i.e., weed patches) to
promote greater diversity and abundance of
wildlife species.

P Stop season-long grazing and promote restoration
and maintenance of range condition by use of rest,
fall-deferment, deferred-rotation, and rest-rotation
systems.

P Establish wilderness area; remove grazing
facilities and possibly employ summer grazing.

P Initiate adequate monitoring techniques to
evaluate qualitative and quantitative changes in
vegetation and response by wildlife.

Recommendations of the team have generally been
implemented except that the Wilderness proposal has
not received Congressional approval; mowing has been
reduced by approximately 85 percent; and maintaining
cover in undisturbed condition, for periods of three to
eight years, has annually involved less than 20 percent
of the total grassland acreage of Valentine NWR.

In 1986, rotational grazing was phased out and
short-duration grazing initiated. Use allowed by
permittees was retained, but as permittees dropped
out of the program, they were not replaced. Between
1986 and 1997, permittees went from 13 to 9 and use
from approximately 9,000 to 6,000 AUMs.

Valentine Comprehensive Conservation Plan - September 1999

Public Use History

Since the Refuge’s establishment, public use has been
mostly limited to recreational opportunities centered
around wildlife/wildlands observation and education,
as well as hunting and fishing.

Current Refuge Resources Management

Grassland Management

Cattle grazing, rest, and prescribed fire are used to
manage grasslands on the Refuge. The 61,861 acres of
grassland on the Refuge are divided into 327 habitat
units by barbed wire and electric fences. Of this
acreage, 48,755 is in hills and 13,106 in meadows. Plans
are made each year to either graze, rest, or prescribe
burn grasslands on the Refuge.

In 1997, 34,789 acres (56 percent) of Refuge grasslands
were rested. Rested grasslands are those that are not
grazed by cattle or burned by prescribed fire. Refuge
studies have documented that rested grasslands are
preferred nesting cover for waterfowl and grouse.
Grassland management is designed to maximize
undisturbed cover. Undisturbed cover is grassland that
is not grazed, burned by either wild or prescribed fire,
or effected by hail for the preceding year’s growing
season and the current year’s nesting season. In 1997,
56 percent of the Refuge grasslands were in
undisturbed cover through June 30.

In 1997, a total of 388 acres (less than 1 percent) of
grassland in seven habitat units were burned using
prescribed fire. Prescribed fire is used to invigorate
native grasses, reduce cedar trees in grasslands, and
control invader grasses such as brome and Kentucky
bluegrass. Prescribed fires are planned and conducted
by a fire crew from the Fort Niobrara/Valentine NWR
Complex. Wildfires on the Refuge are aggressively
suppressed by the same fire crew and local fire
departments under cooperative agreements.

Nine permittees held annual permits to graze
approximately 6,600 animal use months (AUMS) over
the period April 1, 1997, through March 30, 1998. The
permittees have held permits for many years and all
own land either adjacent to or near the Refuge. Refuge
staff plans a grazing program for each permittee to
maintain and improve the condition of Refuge
grassland for wildlife. Grazing permittees are charged
at market rate for use. Improvements and repairs to
wells, fences, tanks, and other facilities needed for the
program are paid for by the permittees, and the cost
deducted from their final bill. In 1997, $26,759 was
spent on improvements and deducted from final
billings. Deductions are also made from billings for
frequent moves of cattle and grazing treatments that
differ from normal ranching practices. In 1997, $46,203
was collected and deposited in the Refuge Revenue
Sharing Account.
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The methods and expected results for the different
grazing strategies used are explained below.

Spring grazing treatment is done before the end of
May on sub-irrigated meadow sites. The cattle are in
the unit for more than two weeks. Cattle eat or
trample most of the residual cover. They also over
graze and thus reduce undesirable cool season exotic
grasses (Kentucky bluegrass and smooth brome).
Meadows hayed are also sometimes given this
treatment to add fertilizer. Dramatic results occur with
this treatment. Exotic cool season grasses are
suppressed and native warm seasons (switchgrass and
others) increase in vigor and density. The disadvantage
is the loss of the unit for nesting in the year of treatment
and a lower waterfowl nesting density in the following
year. Often the unit can, however, be rested for up to
five years following treatment. In 1997, 30 habitat
units totaling 6,099 acres (9 percent of grassland)
received a spring grazing treatment and included some
areas that were later hayed.

Spring short-duration grazing is grazing a unit for less
than two weeks during May. Generally the cattle are in
the unit for only 3 to 5 days. This type of grazing is
limited to hill units to stimulate growth of grasses,
especially cool seasons. The short exposure times
eliminate overgrazing. In 1997, ten habitat units
totaling 3,280 acres (5 percent of grassland) had spring
short-duration grazing treatments. Where possible,
units grazed later in summer the previous year are
grazed using this treatment. This both varies
treatment and reduces disturbance to nesting cover.
Most units grazed with spring short-duration grazing
show excellent growth of native vegetation by fall.

Short-duration summer grazing is done from June 1
through September 1. Cattle are in a unit for less than
two weeks. Most units are grazed only 3 to 5 days and
the cattle moved onto the next unit. Electric fences are
used to break up larger units and increase stock
density. Most short-duration summer grazing is
completed by mid-July. In 1997, 79 habitat units
totaling 19,723 acres (32 percent of grassland) were
short-duration summer grazed. Units grazed by this
method show good growth by fall if adequate moisture
is received. If little or no late summer rainfall is
received, regrowth is less, especially in those units
grazed in late July or August.
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Summer grazing is done from June 1 through
September 1, and cattle are in the unit for two weeks
or longer. In 1997, no acres were summer grazed. If
done, this is in larger units that have not been cross
fenced.

Fall grazing is done from September through
November. Fall grazing can reduce mulch
accumulations and add fertilization. If done at the
proper time, cattle will also graze out small wetlands
dominated by prairie cordgrass and leave the
surrounding upland vegetation alone. Generally the
wetlands have green vegetation in them while the
uplands have only cured grasses. Grazing in the
wetlands recycles nutrients and provides pair habitat
for ducks in the spring. Most units that are fall grazed
are then given a spring grazing treatment the
following year. In 1997, six habitat units totaling 1,446
acres (2 percent of grassland) were fall grazed.

Winter grazing is done from November through April.
In winter grazing, cattle are fed hay on a feed ground
in a unit. The hay comes from the Refuge. Winter
feeding creates dense weed patches for several years
following the treatment. These weed patches provide
winter food for deer, pheasants, and other resident
wildlife. Units with a history of winter grazing
combined with feeding also have excellent growth of
vegetation. Resident wildlife also use waste grain from
the feeding operation. In 1997, three habitat units
totaling 1,167 acres (2 percent of grassland) were
winter grazed.

Haying was done on 714 acres (1 percent of grassland)
of sand, sub-irrigated, and wetland range sites and
yielded 1,520 tons of hay in 1997. Haying is done on a
share-basis with three permittees receiving 60 percent
and the Refuge receiving 40 percent of the hay
harvested. Some hay is also put up on a contract with
the cost deducted from permittees grazing bills. Most
of the meadows hayed are also grazed either in the fall
or spring. This adds fertilization to the meadows and
improves the quality and quantity of hay produced.
Haying is used to provide browse areas for Canada
geese, prairie grouse, and deer, and for winter feed for
the Texas Longhorn herd at Fort Niobrara NWR. In
some years, part of the Refuge share of hay is used for
road repair and maintenance. This was not done in
1997.
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Wetlands Management

Most of the lakes, marshes, and wetlands on the
Refuge are natural and have no structures for water
level management. Drainage ditches put in before the
area was a Refuge can still be found in several
locations. These ditches are only active in high-water
periods and are generally not effective in draining the
Refuge wetlands.

Several of the nine lakes open to sport fishing have
dikes and structures that offer limited water
management capabilities. On four lakes, water levels
are generally held at a level higher than the natural
level to reduce the possibility of a winter-kill of sport
fish. In normal water years, the Refuge staff releases
water from these lakes at such a time as to not impact
downstream landowners’ haying operations. In recent
high-water years, water has run continuously from
these lakes. These lakes also have fish barriers to keep
the carp from migrating between lakes and infesting
new waters. The lakes open to sport fishing were
pumped and treated with rotenone to kill the carp
between 1975 and 1982. Following treatment, they
were restocked with sport fish and have been managed
as sport fisheries. Sport fish are stocked frequently,
and on occasion, moved between lakes.

Threatened and Endangered Species Management
Threatened and endangered species recorded on the
Refuge are blowout penstemon, western prairie
fringed orchid, American burying beetle, bald eagle,
whooping crane, and least tern. Managing and
maintaining prairie habitat by using rest, fire, and
grazing will benefit these species.

Surveys for blowout penstemon have been conducted
on the Refuge and only several naturally occurring
plants found each year. Nine areas of blowout
penstemon have been transplanted onto the Refuge
during the past three years under a University of
Nebraska cooperative program. About 2,000 seedlings
per year were raised and transplanted in suitable
habitat during 1996 to 1998.

Western prairie fringed orchids are surveyed in July
when in bloom. They grow in some areas mowed for
hay. In these areas, the plants are marked with stakes
so they are not cut. Areas where the orchids grow are
not grazed during the flowering season. The Service
assists the Task Force for Population Habitat Viability
Analysis for the orchid.

American burying beetles have been documented on
the Refuge.

Bald eagles are common winter residents on the
Refuge. Whooping cranes, and least terns are only
rarely seen. No special management is conducted.
Occasionally, in the past, areas of the Refuge were
closed to the public when whooping cranes were
present on Refuge meadows. This closure is repeated
when whooping cranes use the Refuge during
migration.
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Indigenous Wildlife Management

Wildlife diversity, with the exception of large ungulates
and their predators, is relatively unchanged in the
Nebraska Sandhills as compared to most areas of the
United States. Moreover, since the 1980’s, the
ecological integrity of Sandhill Prairie on Valentine
NWR has been enhanced by planned treatments of
grazing, prescribed fire, and rest. These planned
treatments have resulted in a tremendous
improvement in the vigor and composition of native
vegetation, natural aesthetics, and simultaneously
provided greater amounts of residual vegetation for
indigenous grassland wildlife than is available
throughout the remainder of the 19,000 square miles of
the Nebraska Sandhills.

Long-term monitoring of key indicator species has
documented that waterfowl (particularly mallard) and
prairie grouse (particularly prairie chicken)
populations have benefitted from the greater amounts
of residual and/or undisturbed vegetative cover. In
fact, the Fort Niobrara and Valentine NWR’s are the
only Refuges that have retained historic populations of
greater prairie chickens in the System; and in both
cases, these populations have increased since the
mid-1980's.

Positive effects on other indigenous wildlife species
that require greater amounts of vegetative cover
undoubtedly exist; however, specific documentation is
not available for Valentine NWR.

The Service conducts very limited trapping of
mammalian predators and snakes on a nesting island
in the Marsh Lakes to benefit nesting waterfowl. The
Refuge has a trapping plan targeted to predator
control and muskrat disease outbreaks. No trapping by
the public took place on the Refuge in 1997.

Exotic and Invading Species Management

Exotic and invading plant species are controlled
through an integrated pest management approach.
Prescribed fire, rest, and grazing are the main tools
used for controlling exotic and invading plants to
maintain healthy prairies. Spring grazing treatments
are especially effective in reducing Kentucky
bluegrass, the most widespread invader on the Refuge.
Spring grazing treatments and fire are also being used
to reduce smooth brome grass. Fire is also used to
remove cedar trees invading native prairies. The
acreage for these treatments are listed under the
grassland section.

Leafy spurge is present in several locations covering
less than ten acres. Insect releases for biological
control have been made in some patches of spurge and
several patches have been sprayed with herbicide.
Canada thistle is also present in small amounts in
meadows and along the edges of wetlands. High water
has reduced the range of this plant on the Refuge.
Insect releases for its control have also been made.

Reed canary grass and Russian olive are present in
small areas but have not been treated.
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Proposed Wilderness Area

Habitat management in the proposed wilderness area is
accomplished with grazing as described previously in the
Grassland Management section. Improvements include
windmills and tanks, barbed and electric wire fences.
These improvements are maintained by permittees,
Refuge staff, and a contractor with the use of the current
tools of less habitat impact (motorized vehicles -
primarily pickup trucks and small ATVs). Permittees
use horses, pick-up trucks, and ATVs to move livestock
within the area being proposed as wilderness. No roads
or trails are maintained. Old trail roads are becoming
less obvious or disappearing altogether as use,
especially by pickup trucks is declining. Some haying
operations, with the use of mechanized equipment,
take place in the proposed wilderness area.

Wildfires occurring in the proposed wilderness area
are extinguished using fire engines. No prescribed
fires have been effectuated in the area. Refuge staff
use pickup and small ATVs on occasion to access the
area for biological surveys, search and rescue, and
maintenance. Currently, no known infestations of
noxious weeds occur in the proposed wilderness area;
thus, no control activities have been conducted.

Current public use of the proposed wilderness area is
mainly for hunting and by a small number of hikers.
Access is by foot or horseback. No use of motor
vehicles is permitted for hunting or game retrieval
activities. Hunters use wheeled carts to transport deer
out of the area. None of the lakes in the proposed
wilderness area are open to fishing.
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PublicUse

Valentine NWR has no accurate counts of the Refuge’s
visitors; thus, the quality of information on public use
on the Refuge is poor. For calendar year 1997, visitations
to Valentine NWR were estimated at 9,500 visits with
approximately 90 percent made up of anglers. Fishing
visits were lower in 1997 due to poor ice conditions
during the winter fishing season. The remaining 10
percent of visitors were mostly hunters. Increasing
numbers of people are visiting Valentine NWR for the
purpose of bird and other wildlife observation.

News releases on Refuge events are written and
distributed to area television and radio stations, as well
as to newspaper outlets. The Fort Niobrara/Valentine
NWR Complex also hosts special events including the
Nebraska Federal Junior Duck Stamp Contest, a kids
fishing day, a steel shot clinic, and a nature fest.
Currently, some requests for tours and educational
programs are denied due to staffing shortages.

Valentine NWR is outfitted with three information
kiosks at major entry points to the Refuge. The kiosks
have general information on the Refuge, a map,
information on management of grasslands for wildlife,
and leaflet dispensers.

Blinds for observing prairie grouse displays are set up
in the spring and receive plenty of use. People come to
the Refuge to birdwatch and enjoy the prairie. No
counts are made for this type of visitation, but Refuge
staff believe that it may be increasing.

Hunting: Waterfowl! hunting is permitted only in the
Watts, Rice, and Duck Lakes areas of the Refuge
according to the State’s seasons and limits. No counts
were made, but it is estimated that about 75 visits were
made by duck hunters.

The Refuge is open to hunting of sharp-tailed grouse
and prairie chickens during the State set season that
runs from mid-September through December. The
Refuge is a popular place for out-of-state, as well as
Nebraska, hunters to pursue prairie grouse. Grouse
hunters are surveyed via wing collection boxes placed
around the Refuge. In 1997, 258 hunter days were
recorded through the collection boxes. However, not all
hunters participate in the voluntary collection program.

The Refuge is also open to pheasant hunting during
the State set season that runs from the first weekend
of November through the end of January. Pheasant
hunters made an estimated 100 visits to the Refuge in
1997. This is a large number of hunters considering
that bird numbers remain very low.
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The Refuge is open to deer hunting during the
Nebraska rifle deer season in November. Most of the
deer hunting takes place on opening weekend. In 1997,
a total of 88 deer were harvested including both
white-tailed and mule deer. These figures come from
deer checked by Refuge law enforcement officers and
records obtained at Nebraska Game and Parks check
stations. The Refuge probably receives the heaviest
hunting pressure of any location within the State
hunting units. A higher quality hunt is possible if
opening day is avoided.

The Refuge is also open for muzzle loader deer
hunting. The season runs for two weeks in December.
Hunting pressure is light and only seven muzzle loader
hunters were known to hunt on Valentine NWR in
1997. This form of hunting is, however, becoming more
popular. Permits are unlimited and statewide; either
Sex.

The Refuge is also open to archery deer hunting which
runs from mid-September through the end of
December. Only a few hunters were known to have
visited the Refuge to archery hunt in 1997.

Coyotes can be hunted on the Refuge from December
1 through March 15. A free permit is required and can
be obtained in person or by mail. The permitis a
postcard that the hunter returns at the end of the
season and includes harvest information. For the
1996-1997 season, 37 permits were issued.

Fishing: Nine Refuge lakes (Watts, Rice, Duck, West
Long, Pelican, Hackberry, Dewey, Clear, and Willow)
are open to fishing year round. Fishing, especially ice
fishing, accounts for most visits to Valentine NWR. An
estimated 7,900 visits were made for fishing in 1997.
This figure is based on very limited counts of anglers
throughout the year. In 1997, ice was on the lakes for
fewer days than average resulting in lower visits for
ice fishing. In some heavy use years, up to 17,000
anglers have been counted.

Bass, perch, bluegill, muskie, saugeye, and northern
pike are present in the fishing lakes. Size limits are in
effect to protect larger pike needed for carp control,
and minnows are prohibited on Refuge lakes to
prevent introduction of exotic fish. Gas powered boats
are not allowed. Catch-and-release for bass and muskie
is in effect on Watts Lake. The Refuge lakes are most
noted for large bass, catch-and-release northern pike
fishing, and large bluegills. Many Master Angler
(trophy) fish are caught each year.

The Fort Niobrara/Valentine NWR Complex has one

seasonal and four collateral duty law enforcement
officers.
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Cultural and Paleontological Resources

Limited cultural resource studies have been conducted
by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (Service), or any
other groups to locate and describe and evaluate
c