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ROLE OF BIOLOGICAL GOALS AND OBJECTIVES IN CONSERVATION PLANNING UNDER THE ESA AND NCCPA

Biological goals and objectives describe the expected outcomes of a conservation plan.  Biological goals are generally expressed as broad principles that provide the rationale for the conservation measures set out in the plan.
  For complex conservation plans, biological objectives are used to step down the biological goals into manageable and measurable units.  These measurable objectives may be either habitat or species based, and are generally described with specificity.
   While biological goals and objectives help guide the development of the plan’s conservation measures, the conservation measures developed for a plan help shape the goals and objectives.    

Biological goals and objectives factor into the conservation planning process in several ways:

· Biological goals and objectives clarify the purpose and direction of the conservation strategy developed for the plan.  They are intended to be “commensurate with the specific impacts and duration of the applicant’s proposed action.”
  They are not intended to express the broader, range-wide conservation needs of the species covered by the plan.
· Biological goals and objectives do not constitute permit conditions.  Rather, the purpose of biological goals and objectives is to help guide the development of conservation measures, which the permit holder is then obligated to implement.  In other words, provided the actions committed to under a plan are being properly implemented (such as the impact minimization and mitigation measures, predetermined adaptive management responses, remedial measures for changed circumstances), a permittee is considered to be in compliance with the section 10 and section 2835 permits.
  Conservation measures, however, may be framed in terms of commitments to achieve biological outcomes reflected in the biological goals and objectives for the plan.

· Biological goals and objectives do not provide the basis for permitting decisions by the federal and state fish and wildlife agencies under the ESA or the NCCPA.  The sufficiency of a plan is assessed against the regulatory standards of these statutes, both of which set out specific criteria for the issuance of take authorizations.  These permitting criteria do not establish a specific role for biological goals and objectives in determinations of plan adequacy.  Nonetheless, the biological goals and objectives for a plan should be consistent with its proposed conservation actions.

Under the BDCP, biological goals and objectives have been developed to reflect several levels of ecological outcomes that are expected to be achieved.  Specifically, goals and objectives have been identified at the ecosystem, natural community, and species-specific levels.  For example, the plan as currently drafted includes an ecosystem goal to “improve hydrodynamic conditions to support the movement of adult life stages of native fish species to natal spawning habitats”; a natural community goal to “protect, enhance, and restore natural communities to provide habitat and ecosystem functions to increase the natural production (reproduction, growth, and survival), abundance, and distribution of native Delta species”; and a species goal to “create conditions that support a self-sustaining population of delta smelt in the Delta and Suisun Bay.”

Relationship of Biological Goals and Objectives to Other Components of the BDCP
Conservation Measures  

The BDCP biological goals and objectives describe the outcomes that the Plan is intended to achieve, and the conservation measures reflect the specific actions to be taken to meet the goals and objectives.  Biological goals and objectives inform the development of conservation measures, and conservation measures also inform the development of goals and objectives.  As such, the BDCP goals and objectives should describe realistic and obtainable results that that Plan should be able to achieve, based on the best available science.   

Although the BDCP conservation measures are being developed to meet all of the biological goals and objectives, the relationship between goals and objectives and conservation measures will not be entirely direct – that is, many of the conservation measures are intended to address multiple objectives and most objectives will be met through a combination of conservation measures.

Adaptive Management and Monitoring Programs  

The BDCP biological goals and objectives will be integral to the development of the Plan’s monitoring and research program and to the implementation of an adaptive management program.  The goals and objectives will help in the identification of the types of monitoring data and research necessary to evaluate the biological effectiveness of the BDCP over time.  The Plan’s objectives will include specific metrics (i.e., measures of ecological/biological outcomes) and numeric targets for those metrics, which will be used to help frame appropriate monitoring actions over time.

The BDCP biological goals and objectives will also be closely linked to the adaptive management program, which will set out a process aimed at determining and implementing responses to increase the likelihood of achieving the biological goals and objectives.  As such, the range of adaptive management responses set out in the BDCP will be partly informed by the Plan’s biological goals and objectives. In the BDCP, adaptive triggers (e.g., specific values of monitoring metrics) may be identified to serve as warning signals that conservation measures may not be advancing BDCP objectives and that adaptive management actions may need to be taken. 
� Although the NCCPA provides little specific guidance regarding the role of biological goals and objectives in conservation plans, the California Department of Fish and Game has embraced the inclusion of goals and objectives in conservation plans consistent with the approaches set out in this paper.


� According to the federal Five Point HCP Policy, “the Services and the applicants must determine the appropriate unit of measure such as numbers of individuals at a particular life stage, all life stages, or quantity or quality of habitat.” 65 Fed. Reg. 35242, 35244 (June 1, 2000).


� 65 Fed. Reg. at 35251.


� As the federal fish and wildlife agencies have stated, “[w]hether the HCP is based on prescriptions, results, or both, the permittee’s obligation for meeting the biological goals and objectives is proper implementation of the operating conservation program. 





� The ESA, for instance, requires that the impacts to covered species of an action permitted under section 10 be minimized and mitigated to the maximum extent practicable, and that the authorized taking not cause jeopardy to covered species.  Under the NCCPA, DFG may issue a permit upon a finding that the conservation plan provides for the conservation and management of covered species.  The NCCPA sets out ten specific criteria for plan approval; however, none of these criteria includes mention of biological goals and objectives.  





