
  

Teleconference/Virtual 

AGENDA 

Board of Wildlife Resources 
Board Retreat 

7870 Villa Park Drive 
Henrico, Virginia  23228 

December 17, 2020 
9:00 am 

1. Call To Order and Welcome:                   

2. Staff Recognitions         

3. Staff Presentation of Proposed Incidental                    ACTION                     
Take of Migratory Birds Regulation 

4. Break           
      
5. Update and Discussion on Law Enforcement Vision and Goals                       

                                   
6. Update and discussion on Diversity, Equity and Inclusion Progress           

                                                                                  
7. Summary of Score Card from 2019 Retreat             

8. Break                                                                                                    

9. Discussion of Board Vision Document                                                   

10. Board Discussions: 

A.  Executive Director  



   

B. Break          

       Board Discussions continued:     

C. Wildlife        
D. Aquatics                                                                            
E. Outreach                   
F. Planning and Finance      
G. Human Resources                   

11.  Adjourn 
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COMMONWEALTH of VIRGINIA 
Department of Wildlife Resources 

January 14, 2020 

Dear Board Members,  

 We are looking forward to our Board meeting and Retreat later this week.  Obviously, last 
time around, we had a day and a half available to us and were able to meet in person.  That’s not 
possible under current conditions, but we will make the most of the time we have available.  That 
will be readily apparent to you when you see the multiple documents that we are forwarding to 
you ahead of the meeting!  To give you a high level view of some of them (and hopefully relieve 
some stress as to how much advance reading to do), I thought a brief summary of some of them 
might help: 

• Incidental Take of Migratory Birds proposed regulation:  this is slated to be taken up 
immediately before the Retreat, and we will be asking the Board to approve the 
regulation as Proposed so that we can send it out for public comment.  As you know, 
following the Governor’s announcement last February pertaining to the Hampton Roads 
Bridge Tunnel seabird colony, we posted a discussion draft regulation for public 
comment.  Since that time, we have reviewed the comments, held two stakeholder 
meetings, and revised the discussion draft regulation.  This draft establishes the 
procedural framework for a program to help prevent incidental take of migratory birds; 
the substantive (on the ground) requirements for affected individuals and entities will be 
set out in further regulations to be developed.  In plain terms, this regulation sets up the 
rules of the road, but the actual requirements for various types of projects will not take 
effect without further regulatory development.  To keep us on track, the Administration 
desires us to proceed to proposal of this regulation and further public comment on it, to 
take place between now and the March Board meeting.  We may also hold additional 
stakeholder group meetings during this time.   

• Board Vision Document: this document has been on the list to get to Board approval for 
some time now (we actually had a draft completed right when the pandemic hit; then you 
may recall it being circulated again early this fall).  Some of the other items on the Board 
spreadsheet from the last Retreat depend on its completion, so we would like to have it 
adopted.  However, given the limited time available at this meeting, we can always 
simply discuss it during this meeting and aim for adoption at the January meeting if that 
is preferable.   

Matthew J. Strickler
 Secretary of Natural Resources

Ryan J. Brown
Executive Director



• Updated Scorecard from Last Retreat: just the current scoresheet.  I will go through the 
items at this week’s Retreat.  

• Draft Wildlife Viewing Plan: we are quite excited about this document.  It is very 
comprehensive in nature, and there is no way you could fully take it in over the next three 
days.  Nor do we expect you to.  We plan to bring it to the EPO Committee in January, 
with a hope for the Board to review it then as well and then seek public comment on it.  
So there is plenty of time.  We simply wanted to get it in your hands now rather than later, 
as it in many ways can be thought of as “the” plan for Outreach, or at least a major plan 
for Outreach, going forward.  If anything, the brief Executive Summary at the beginning 
paints a good picture of the document and can be quickly read.  

• List of Staff Suggested Topics: given the short amount of time we have available, I 
thought it might help to provide ahead of time some topics that staff here merit focus over 
the next year.  This is not a comprehensive list, nor is it intended to supplant any of your 
ideas.  This is the Board’s discussion; not the staff’s.  Each division director will take a 
few minutes at the beginning of each agenda item to discuss these and other high level 
thoughts on their divisions; from there, it is completely up to you where the discussion 
goes.  So please view this list as simply ideas from us; you may feel these are worth 
talking about or may have ideas of your own.  Any direction is absolutely fine.   

• Other documents: I’ve given the staff who will be speaking the opportunity to submit any 
materials they would want you to have ahead of time to Mrs. Boswell.  They will 
reference these during their presentations.  

See you on Thursday; looking forward to a good meeting (and also looking forward to 
the time when we can all be together again!). 

      Sincerely, 
      Ryan Brown 
      Executive Director 
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Permitting the Incidental Take  
of Migratory Birds

B e c k y  G w y n n ,  V i r g i n i a  D W R  
B e c k y . G w y n n @ D W R . V i r g i n i a . g o v
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• Regulate the incidental take of 
migratory birds and habitats by 
establishing regulatory framework for 
administration, implementation and 
enforcement of an incidental take 
permitting program 

• Provide protections via 
implementation of best management 
practices to mitigate incidental take 

• Provide flexibility for innovation

Purposes of Regulation

T I T L E
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BACKGROUND

M I G R A T O R Y  B I R D  
T R E A T Y  A C T

P O L I C Y  B A C K S T O P  
M I G R A T O R Y  B I R D S

MBTA and 
derivat ive   
federal  regulat ions 
of  the  USFWS 
protected 
migratory  birds  
from direct  and 
indirect  take

Gov Northam, Feb 
2020:  DWR develop 
regulat ions  that  def ine  
and permit  “ incidental  
take”  of  migratory  
birds  in  Virginia  for  
major  commercial ,  
industr ial  and 
construct ion projects

D I S C U S S I O N  D R A F T  
S T A K E H O L D E R  W G

DWR developed draft  
language,  sol ic i ted 
publ ic  feedback on 
“discussion draft”  in  
Apri l -May 
September –present:  
working with 
stakeholders  to  ref ine

M - 3 7 0 5 0  O P I N I O N

Dec 2017,  DOI 
Sol ic i tor  opinion 
that  the  MBTA does  
not  a l low federal  
government  to  
regulate  incidental  
take of  birds
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• All migratory bird species, eggs, 
active nests 
• Does not include threatened and 

endangered species 
• Does not include non-migratory 

species like quail, turkey 
• Applied statewide 
• Applicable to habitats characterized as 

“biologically significant avian habitat” 
or “general avian habitat” of biological 
significance (e.g,. South Island) 

Scope of Regulation

T I T L E
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• Establish two types of permits 
• General take permit: 

• Best management practices that first 
avoid then minimize incidental take 

• Straightforward application process, 
limited review 

• Individual incidental take permit: 
• Project-by-project 
• Require more staff review 

• Terms: ≤ 8 years for general permits;  
≤ 10 years for individual permits

APPROACH

T I T L E
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• Regulated activities covered under “sector-specific 
plans” adopted by Board action: 
• Commercial 
• Industrial 
• Oil, gas, waste disposal pits 
• Methane, other gas burner pipes 
• Communication towers 
• Electric transmission/distribution lines 
• Wind and solar energy projects 
• Transportation projects 

• Exempt agriculture/silviculture 
• Regulatory reprieve with sector-specific plans 
• Example: Communications towers 

APPROACH

T I T L E
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• Addresses construction phases, leaves door 
open for Board to consider permitting 
operations in any sector-specific plan 

• Avian conservation & mitigation plan 
• Project-specific details about likely 

impacts on migratory birds 
• Proposed efforts to mitigate incidental 

take 
• Alternatives considered and rejected 
• Contingency planning 

• Mitigation:  Avoidance, minimization, 
compensation

APPROACH

T I T L E
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T I T L E

• Approach to request and obtain a 
permit 

• Mechanisms to modify, transfer,  
renew, terminate permits 

• Fees: 
• $50 application fee 
• $50/year permit fee, life of permit 

• Processes for inspection, suspension, 
revocation

ADMINISTRATIVE 
PROCESS
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• Non-regulatory; incorporate by reference 

• Informal fact-finding panel 

• Formal hearing (following APA process) 

• Corrective Action Plan

Dispute Resolution and 
Administrative Appeals

T I T L E
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• 16 representatives from conservation 
organizations and regulated sectors 

• Solicited input on range of topics 
• Two meetings to date 
• Comments shaped current version of 

regulation narrative 

COLLABORATION: 
Stakeholders WG
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NEXT STEPS

• Solicit public input online and via other means 
• Comment period: early January – end of February 

• Convene stakeholder working group in late January/early 
February 

• Board consideration at March 2021 meeting
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Questions?
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MOTION

I move that the Board of Wildlife Resources propose for 
advertisement and public comment the regulatory 
amendment establishing the framework for an 
incidental take permitting program for migratory birds 
as presented by staff.



4VAC15-30-70. Definitions and Miscellaneous: Importation, Possession, Sale, Etc., of 
Animals: Incidental Take of Bird Species. (New) 

 
Summary:  The recommendation is to establish a regulatory framework for the administration, 
implementation and enforcement of permitting program addressing the incidental take of 
migratory birds in Virginia.  The framework provides protections to migratory bird species while 
authorizing take that may occur incidental to regulated activities, such as the construction of 
commercial or transportation projects, where the intent of the activity is not to take migratory 
birds.  These protections are achieved through the issuance of permits that identify best 
management practices intended to avoid then minimize incidental take, and identify expectations 
for compensation of unavoidable take. 
 
Recommended Language of New Regulation: 
 
4VAC15-30-70. Incidental Take of Bird Species. (New) 1 
A. Purposes.  The purposes of this chapter are to: 2 

1. Regulate the incidental take of regulated bird species and habitats, in the context of 3 
the board’s oversight authorities described in §29.1-501.A of the Code of Virginia 4 
and the department’s conservation and management authorities described in §29.1-5 
521.A(2) and §29.1-521.A(10) of the Code of Virginia by establishing a regulatory 6 
framework for the administration, implementation, and enforcement of an incidental 7 
take permitting program; 8 

2. Provide ample protections to regulated bird species and habitats while authorizing 9 
take that may occur incidental to regulated activities through the issuance of a general 10 
permit or an individual incidental take permit that stipulates best management 11 
practices with the intended purpose of avoiding, minimizing or mitigating incidental 12 
take; and 13 

3. Delineate the procedures and requirements to be followed in connection with permits 14 
issued by the department, while providing flexibility for innovative solutions that 15 
avoid, minimize, or mitigate incidental take of regulated bird species and habitats, 16 
when such authorization meets the criteria of this chapter. 17 

B. Definitions. 18 
1. “Active nest” means any nest structure of a regulated bird species that contains one or 19 

more viable eggs incubated by attendant adults, or live dependent young, or is 20 
protected under the provisions of the federal Bald and Golden Eagle Protection Act.  21 

2. “Applicant” means a person who is seeking or who has obtained an individual 22 
incidental take permit or general permit coverage through the department in 23 
accordance with procedures established in this section. 24 

3. “Avian conservation and mitigation plan” means the plan that an applicant must 25 
submit under provisions of an individual incidental take permit that clearly defines 26 



the project’s scope of work, the project’s possible impacts on regulated bird species 27 
and/or habitats, and outlines in detail the implementation and evaluation of best 28 
management practices designed to avoid or minimize incidental take of regulated bird 29 
species and/or habitats, and/or, in certain circumstances, compensate for unavoidable 30 
take.  Such measures may include, but are not limited to, existing or novel best 31 
management practices developed by the applicant for review by the department.  The 32 
plan includes a timeline of when each element of the work plan will be performed and 33 
completed. 34 

4. “Best management practices” refers to structural and non-structural measures 35 
designed to avoid, or minimize the incidental take of regulated bird species and/or 36 
habitats that may result from regulated activities during the construction and 37 
operational phases of the project.  38 

5. “Board” means the Board of Wildlife Resources. 39 
6. “Compensation” means achieving no net loss of regulated habitats through 40 

restoration, creation, enhancement, or, in certain circumstances, out-of-kind measures 41 
for the purposes of offsetting incidental take of regulated bird species and/or habitats 42 
that remain after all appropriate and practicable avoidance and minimization has been 43 
considered or achieved.  Where permissible, appropriate compensation will be set 44 
forth in individual take permits or other board regulation or guidance. There will no 45 
compensation required under general permits.  46 

7. “Construction impacts” refers to the incidental take of regulated bird species and/or 47 
habitats likely to occur during the construction phase of a regulated activity. 48 

8. “Department” means the Department of Wildlife Resources. 49 
9. “Endangered or threatened bird species” means those bird species listed as 50 

endangered or threatened pursuant to 4VAC15-20-130. 51 
10. “General incidental take permit” or “general permit” refers to a type of permit issued 52 

by the department that authorizes incidental take of specified regulated bird species 53 
and/or habitats in association with regulated activities for which avoidance and 54 
minimization measures are deemed effective at achieving de minimis incidental take 55 
levels. 56 

11. “Habitat type” refers to the classification of “regulated habitat” as either biologically 57 
significant avian habitat or general avian habitat. 58 

a. “Biologically significant avian habitat” means regulated habitats within or 59 
directly adjacent to public or private conservation lands and waters, including, 60 
but not limited to, national wildlife refuges, national parks or seashores, 61 
national forests, national recreation areas, state wildlife management areas, 62 
state parks, state natural areas preserves, state recreation areas, and lands 63 
owner or under easement by conservation organizations; lands and waters that 64 
have been designated as biologically important, including, but not limited to, 65 
Coastal Avian Protection Zones, Important Bird Areas, Western Hemisphere 66 



Shorebird Reserve Network sites, and Marine Sanctuaries; and other lands and 67 
waters that encompass unique features deemed biologically important to 68 
regulated bird species by the department, including, but not limited to, 69 
streams, seeps, fens, marshes and other wetlands, riparian areas, cliffs, caves, 70 
and high-elevation forests and knobs. 71 

b.“General avian habitat” means regulated habitats that are lands and waters not 72 
classified as “biologically significant avian habitat” but nonetheless require 73 
evaluation using methods developed by the department to determine their 74 
biological value to regulated bird species. 75 

12. “Incidental take” means take that is incidental to, but not the purpose of, a regulated 76 
activity. 77 

13. “Individual incidental take permit” means a permit, issued by the department on a 78 
project-by-project basis that authorizes incidental take of regulated bird species 79 
and/or habitats for regulated activities that do not comply with the provisions of a 80 
general incidental take permit.  81 

14. “Migratory bird species” means any species, or any active nest, or egg thereof, 82 
regulated by the federal Migratory Bird Treaty Act (16 U.S.C. §703 et seq.) or its 83 
attendant regulations. 84 

15. “Permit” means any authorization designated as a “general incidental take permit” or 85 
“individual incidental take permit” issued by the department which authorizes 86 
incidental take of regulated bird species and/or habitats for regulated activities that 87 
are conducted in full compliance with all the terms and conditions therein. 88 

16. “Person” means any individual, government entity, firm, corporation, association, 89 
partnership, club, or private body, any one or all, as the context requires. 90 

17. “Regulated activity” or “activity” means a new construction or development activity 91 
or the expansion of an activity beyond the original or existing footprint of the activity 92 
for which the board has adopted a sector-specific plan that identifies best 93 
management practices designed to avoid or minimize incidental take of regulated bird 94 
species and/or habitats or, in certain circumstances, identifies the need for an 95 
individual incidental take permit.  96 

18. “Regulated bird species” means any migratory bird species as defined above, or any 97 
active nest, or egg thereof, excluding any endangered or threatened bird species. 98 

19. “Regulated habitat” means the area subject to a sector-specific plan, an avian 99 
conservation and mitigation plan, and/or an individual incidental take permit that 100 
includes both habitat types as defined herein. 101 

20. “Sector-specific plan” means a framework for a general permit, adopted by regulation 102 
of the board, that defines the nature of authorized incidental take for regulated 103 
activities and outlines specific best management practices, schedules, and criteria for 104 
avoiding or minimizing incidental take, or, in certain circumstances, identifies the 105 



need for an individual incidental take permit. In the event of a conflict between this 106 
section and any sector-specific plan, the sector-specific plan shall control.  107 

21. “Take” means to harass, harm, pursue, hunt, shoot, wound, kill, capture, trap, collect, 108 
possess, destroy, disturb, or to attempt to engage in any such conduct, or any activity 109 
that significantly or permanently impedes breeding, foraging, resting, or other normal 110 
avian behaviors conducted during the annual life cycle, obstructs the use of or 111 
destroys or degrades regulated habitats, or reduces reproductive success or survival 112 
rates of regulated bird species, and includes any incidental take.  Take excludes 113 
deliberate harassment measures carried out for the sole purpose of deterring regulated 114 
bird species from the site of a regulated activity only when all other options to avoid, 115 
minimize, and/or mitigate incidental take have been considered and judged 116 
ineffective by the department. 117 

C. Requirement for a permit. Except as provided in this section, it shall be unlawful for any 118 
person to conduct a regulated activity that results or will result in incidental take of a 119 
regulated bird species and/or habitat without obtaining and complying with such permit. No 120 
permit shall be available for incidental take of regulated bird species and/or habitats unless 121 
the board has adopted a sector-specific plan requiring such permit.  The board may adopt 122 
sector-specific plans for any of the following categories:  123 

1. Commercial projects, including, but not limited to, new construction or expansion of 124 
a. Retail stores/malls; 125 
b.Restaurants; 126 
c. Lodging facilities; 127 
d.Office buildings outside of an existing commercial park; 128 
e. Commercial parks; 129 
f. Medical facilities, including nursing homes, rehabilitation and convalescence 130 

centers; 131 
g.Sports facilities; and/or 132 
h.Other large-scale non-industrial structures and facilities planned for 133 

commerce, health care, hospitality services, government use, or other business 134 
use; 135 

2. Industrial projects, including, but not limited to, new construction or expansion of  136 
a. Industrial manufacturing buildings outside of an existing industrial park; 137 
b.Industrial parks; 138 
c. Sewage treatment plants; 139 
d.Government facilities, such as warehouses and laboratories; 140 
e. Power generation plants, and/or 141 
f. Other large-scale non-commercial public, private, or governmental structures 142 

or facilities that directly engage in or are connected to the handling, storage, 143 
manufacturing, maintenance, treatment, or disposal of materials, products, 144 
goods, commodities, or hazardous waste; 145 



3. Oil, gas, and wastewater disposal pits; 146 
4. Methane or other gas burner pipes; 147 
5. Communications towers; 148 
6. Electric transmission and distribution lines; 149 
7. Wind and solar energy projects; and 150 
8. Transportation projects. 151 

D. Provisional regulatory reprieve. The prohibition of subdivision C(1) shall not apply to any 152 
regulated activity that is actively under construction, has received all necessary permits and 153 
approvals but for which construction has not commenced, or has evidenced contractual 154 
obligations as described in the appropriate sector-specific plan, as of the effective date of a 155 
sector-specific plan applicable to that regulated activity. Upon request, the department may 156 
provide assurance of non-prosecution to any person conducting such an active regulated 157 
activity for a period of up to two years from the effective date of the sector-specific plan for 158 
the specific regulated activity. 159 

E. Applicability of other laws or regulations. Nothing in this section shall be interpreted to 160 
affect the provisions or requirements of any other federal, state, or local laws, regulations, or 161 
ordinances, including, but not limited to, the state Endangered Species Act, the federal 162 
Migratory Bird Treaty Act, the federal Bald and Golden Eagle Protection Act, and the federal 163 
Endangered Species Act.   164 

F. Exemptions. The following activities are exempt from the permitting requirements found 165 
herein.  Any incidental take associated with these activities will not be considered a violation 166 
of this section. 167 

1. Activities that are not defined as “regulated activity.” 168 
2. Agricultural and silvicultural activities. 169 
3. Regulated activities that occur before a sector-specific plan has been adopted for a 170 

particular regulated activity. 171 
4. Regulated activities performed under emergency situations, including, but not limited 172 

to, activities necessary to restore essential services, protect human health, address a 173 
public safety issue, and/or prevent imminent damage to property.  174 

G. Permits. The following permits authorize incidental take resulting from regulated activities: 175 
1. General permit. 176 

a. The board may, by regulation, adopt a sector-specific plan for a category or 177 
categories of regulated activities that allows coverage under a general permit 178 
for incidental take of regulated bird species and/or habitats that occurs when a 179 
person is engaging in such activity and adheres to all provisions within the 180 
applicable sector-specific plan. The general permit authorizes an activity only 181 
if the activity and applicant satisfy all of the terms and conditions of the 182 
general permit and associated sector-specific plan. Every regulated activity 183 
shall obtain its own permit; however, where multiple projects fall under a 184 
single sector-specific plan, are similar in design, footprint, scope-of-work, 185 



scheduling, and occur in general avian habitats determined to not be 186 
biologically important to regulated bird species, the projects may be bundled 187 
under a single permit application and may make reference to the same 188 
information for multiple regulated activities so long as the cumulative impact 189 
of those activities will be no greater than would be the case if separate 190 
submissions were made for each activity. 191 

b.In addition to the conditions set forth in this section pertaining to permit 192 
renewal, amendment, transfer, suspension, revocation, and other procedures 193 
for permit issuance, a person applying for general permit coverage must 194 
adhere to the following procedures: 195 

i. The applicant must submit a permit application and any required 196 
documents to the department in accordance with the specifications of 197 
the applicable sector-specific plan. The department may allow 198 
electronic submission of permit applications, required documents, and 199 
the applicable fee.  Except as provided below, coverage under the 200 
general permit shall be effective upon the department’s receipt and 201 
acknowledgement of a complete permit application, other required 202 
documents, and the applicable fee.  In the permit application, the 203 
applicant may request a permit term shorter than prescribed for the 204 
appropriate sector-specific plan. The applicant shall not commence the 205 
proposed activity prior to the department’s acknowledgement of 206 
receipt of a complete application. 207 

ii. If a sector-specific plan expressly requires department review and 208 
authorization of general permit coverage, the applicant shall submit a 209 
permit application and any required documents, together with the 210 
applicable fee, to the department prior to commencing the proposed 211 
activity, and adhere to the following procedures unless the sector-212 
specific plan otherwise specifies. 213 

a) The department will review the permit application and required 214 
documents to ensure that the activity complies with the terms 215 
and conditions of the general permit. 216 

b) If the department determines that the proposed activity is not 217 
compatible with the sector-specific plan, the department will 218 
notify the applicant of the incompatibility and instruct the 219 
applicant on necessary procedures for obtaining an individual 220 
incidental take permit or provide the applicant with the 221 
opportunity to revise the proposed activity to ensure its 222 
compatibility with the relevant sector-specific plan. 223 



c. Mitigation. Incidental take by a regulated activity of regulated bird species 224 
and/or habitats shall be first avoided and then minimized through the use of 225 
best management practices described in the appropriate sector-specific plan.  226 

d.Monitoring. Persons authorized by the general permit may be required to 227 
monitor impacts to and the incidental take of regulated bird species from the 228 
regulated activity as set forth in the sector-specific plan. 229 

e. Term. No general permit coverage issued under this subsection shall be valid 230 
for a period of more than eight years after the date of its issuance, or such 231 
shorter term otherwise specified in the applicable sector-specific plan or 232 
requested by the applicant.  An applicant may terminate a permit prior to the 233 
defined term upon providing written evidence to the department of the 234 
conclusion of construction and fulfillment of any applicable monitoring 235 
requirements defined in the appropriate sector-specific plan. 236 

2. Individual incidental take permit. 237 
a. Applicants shall obtain individual incidental take permits, under such terms 238 

and conditions necessary to avoid, minimize and/or compensate for the 239 
incidental take of regulated bird species and/or habitats when one or more of 240 
the following circumstances apply: 241 

i. Incidental take caused by regulated activities for which the board has 242 
promulgated a sector-specific plan that requires individual incidental 243 
take permits either for a category of regulated activities or specified 244 
regulated bird species and/or habitats;  245 

ii. Incidental take caused by regulated activities that the department 246 
determines do not comply with the applicable sector-specific plan; 247 

iii. Regulated activities that require compensation to offset unavoidable 248 
incidental take of regulated bird species and/or habitats; 249 

iv. Regulated activities that will occur within or directly adjacent to 250 
biologically significant avian habitats; or 251 

v. Regulated activities that will occur within or directly adjacent to 252 
general avian habitats considered biologically important to regulated 253 
bird species as determined by the applicant or the department. 254 

b.In addition to the conditions set forth in this section governing permit renewal, 255 
amendment, transfer, suspension, revocation, and other procedures for permit 256 
issuance, an applicant for an individual incidental take permit must adhere to 257 
the following procedures: 258 

i. An applicant for an individual incidental take permit shall prepare an 259 
avian conservation and mitigation plan in accordance with the 260 
provisions below, for department approval, and submit the applicable 261 
fee and any additional information and documents that the department 262 



determines is necessary for permit issuance. The applicant must apply 263 
for a permit prior to commencing the proposed activity. 264 

ii. For permits issued in circumstances where the department notifies an 265 
applicant that an activity does not comply with the applicable sector-266 
specific plan, applicants must apply for an individual incidental take 267 
permit prior to commencing the proposed activity, and, subject to the 268 
department’s approval, prepare an avian conservation and mitigation 269 
plan, and submit the applicable fee and any other necessary 270 
information or documentation required by the department. 271 

iii. The department shall review the applicant’s permit application and 272 
included avian conservation and mitigation plan, and shall notify the 273 
person applying for the permit, in writing, of any necessary 274 
amendments prior to permit issuance. 275 

iv. Mitigation. Impacts of a regulated activity on regulated bird species 276 
and/or habitats shall be first avoided and then minimized through the 277 
use of best management practices described in the appropriate sector-278 
specific plan and avian conservation and mitigation plan. Persons 279 
authorized by the individual incidental take permit will be required to 280 
compensate for unavoidable incidental take of regulated bird species 281 
and/or habitats. 282 

v. Monitoring. In addition to the monitoring requirements included in an 283 
avian conservation and mitigation plan and permit, an individual 284 
incidental take permit shall specify that the applicant is responsible 285 
for: 286 

a) Maintaining a record of all injury and mortality that occurs in 287 
association with the regulated activity. The record shall include 288 
a photographic record of injury and mortality using a standard 289 
protocol defined by the department. 290 

b) Submission of reports of injury and mortality to the designated 291 
department representative on a quarterly basis starting from the 292 
date of issuance of the permit.  The report shall be submitted 293 
on forms provided by the department.  If no injury or mortality 294 
occurs, the report must so state. Reports of injuries or mortality 295 
will not result in the suspension of the permit if the person is in 296 
compliance with the conditions of the permit and all applicable 297 
laws or regulations governing the conduct of regulated 298 
activities. 299 

c) Where determined necessary by the department, reporting 300 
injuries or mortalities by telephone to the designated 301 



department representative by the beginning of the next working 302 
day following their occurrence or observation. 303 

vi. Term. No individual incidental take permit issued under this 304 
subsection shall be for a period of more than ten years after the date of 305 
its issuance, or such shorter time period determined appropriate by the 306 
department or requested by the applicant. An applicant may terminate 307 
a permit prior to the defined term upon providing written evidence to 308 
the department of the conclusion of construction and fulfillment of any 309 
applicable monitoring requirements defined in the individual 310 
incidental take permit. 311 

3. An avian conservation and mitigation plan shall provide sufficient information to 312 
demonstrate that the conservation criteria established in the individual incidental take 313 
permit will be fulfilled.  The plan must include:  314 

a. A site plan drawn to scale showing the location of the proposed activity; 315 
b.A detailed description and schedule of the work to be performed; 316 
c. A quantitative or narrative description of the likely incidental take of 317 

regulated bird species and/or habitats; 318 
d.The steps the applicant will take to avoid, minimize, and/or compensate for 319 

such impacts, in accordance with the following: 320 
i. Avoidance, minimization and/or compensation measures shall employ 321 

reliable department-approved methods and shall be based upon the 322 
best available, practicable, and necessary science and technology to 323 
meet the requirements of the applicable sector-specific plan. These 324 
measures shall be evaluated for effectiveness in a consistent and 325 
rigorous manner by the applicant throughout their implementation. 326 

ii. Habitat type for regulated bird species shall be evaluated using 327 
methodologies and tools recommended by the department. 328 

iii. Compensation measures shall ensure that a self-sustaining ecosystem 329 
or quality of habitat comparable to the pre-activity conditions at the 330 
location of the regulated activity or within a reasonable proximity is 331 
established upon the activity’s completion and achieves no net loss of 332 
regulated birds and habitats.   333 

e. Any alternative actions, including, but not limited to, siting, best practices, 334 
and mitigation, considered by the applicant and the reasons why such 335 
alternatives are not being utilized; 336 

f. A contingency plan to rectify any failures of implemented measures, or 337 
actions necessary to provide additional protection to regulated bird species, 338 
including hazing programs or other temporary or emergency measures that 339 
would be instituted; and 340 



g.Such other measures that the department or applicable sector-specific plan 341 
may require as being necessary or appropriate for purposes of the plan. 342 

h.The avian conservation and mitigation plan may avoid duplication by 343 
incorporating information included in environmental assessments or 344 
environmental impact statements prepared for the proposed activity, or 345 
information included in any permit application required by any other 346 
permitting agency. The plan shall identify by source, section and page number 347 
the information being relied upon. 348 

4. While most general and individual incidental take permits will apply only to the 349 
construction phase of a regulated activity, nothing in this section shall prevent the 350 
board from including requirements for the operational phase of a particular regulated 351 
activity in a sector-specific plan if the board determines that operations are known or 352 
likely to incidentally take regulated bird species and/or habitats, or an individual 353 
incidental take permit if the department determines that operations are known or 354 
likely to incidentally take regulated bird species and/or habitats. If operational 355 
requirements are included in a plan, permits may be renewed throughout the life of 356 
the regulated activity.  357 

H. Permit procedures. 358 
1. Administrative procedures. 359 

a. The department shall determine the completeness of an application and shall 360 
notify the applicant of any determination within 45 calendar days of receipt. 361 
Where available to the applicant, electronic communication may be 362 
considered communication in writing. 363 

i. If, within those 45 calendar days, the application is deemed to be 364 
incomplete, the applicant shall be notified in writing of the reasons the 365 
application is deemed incomplete. 366 

ii. If a determination of completeness is made and the associated sector-367 
specific plan does not require additional department review, the 368 
application is deemed approved under the terms of the associated 369 
sector-specific plan. 370 

iii. If a determination of completeness is made and the associated sector-371 
specific plan requires additional department review, an extra 90 372 
calendar days from the date of the determination of completeness will 373 
be allowed for review of the application documents, except for 374 
individual incidental take permit applications, for which an additional 375 
120 calendar days are allowed for review. If, at the end of the 376 
designated review period, the department has not taken final action on 377 
the application or identified the need for an additional 60 days for 378 
review, the application shall be deemed approved. 379 



iv. If a determination of completeness is not made and communicated to 380 
the applicant within the 45 calendar days, the application shall be 381 
deemed complete as of the date of submission and a total of 120 382 
calendar days from the date of submission will be allowed for the 383 
review of the application. 384 

v. The department shall review, within 60 calendar days of the date of 385 
resubmission, any application that has been previously deemed 386 
incomplete. 387 

b.During the review period, the application shall be approved or disapproved 388 
and the decision communicated in writing to the applicant. If the application is 389 
not approved, the reasons for not approving the application shall be provided 390 
in writing. Approval or denial shall be based on the application’s compliance 391 
with the requirements of this chapter and of applicable sector-specific plans. 392 
When available to the applicant, electronic communication may be considered 393 
communication in writing. 394 

c. If the application is not approved, the applicant shall have 45 calendar days to 395 
revise the permit application to bring it into compliance with the appropriate 396 
sector-specific plan or meet the department’s expectations of the individual 397 
incidental take permit or avian conservation and mitigation plan or to appeal 398 
the decision to the director of the department under the department’s dispute 399 
resolution and administrative appeals procedure.  The applicant may request, 400 
in writing, an extension of the timeframe in which to submit a revised 401 
application, not to exceed an additional 60 calendar days. If the revised 402 
application is not submitted within the defined timeframe, the department will 403 
administratively close the application. 404 

d.At the conclusion of the review of an individual incidental take permit, the 405 
department will provide the applicant with draft permit terms and conditions 406 
in writing. The applicant shall have 30 calendar days from receipt to provide 407 
comments, revise the application, and/or appeal the draft terms and 408 
conditions. 409 

2. Required general information. An individual incidental take permit application or 410 
permit application for coverage under a general permit must contain the following 411 
information: 412 

a. Applicant’s full name and address, telephone number, and, if available, fax 413 
number and email address; and 414 

i. If the applicant resides or is located outside of the Commonwealth of 415 
Virginia, the name and address of an agent located in the 416 
Commonwealth of Virginia; and/or  417 

ii. If the applicant is an entity, a description of the type of entity, and the 418 
name and title of an individual who will be responsible for the permit; 419 



b.Location of the regulated activity; 420 
c. Certification in the following language: “I hereby certify that the information 421 

submitted in this application is complete and accurate to the best of my 422 
knowledge and belief;” 423 

d.Desired effective date of permit except where issuance date is fixed by the 424 
sector-specific plan under which the permit is issued; 425 

e. Desired duration of permit, if less than the default term for the sector-specific 426 
plan under which the general or individual incidental take permit is requested; 427 

f. Date of application; 428 
g.Signature or electronic signature or certification of the applicant; and 429 
h.Such other information or documentation as may be required by this section of 430 

the applicable sector-specific plan. 431 
3. Permit issuance. 432 

a. The department shall not issue a permit if: 433 
i. The applicant has one or more of the disqualifying factors included in 434 

(b) below; or 435 
ii. The applicant has failed to disclose material information required, or 436 

has made false statements as to any material fact, in connection with 437 
the application; or 438 

iii. The department determines that the application fails to comply with 439 
the applicable sector-specific plan, other applicable wildlife law, 440 
regulation, or ordinance, or criteria deemed necessary to an individual 441 
incidental take permit. 442 

b.Disqualifying factors. The department will provide written notice of 443 
disqualifying factors to the applicant or permittee.  Any one of the following 444 
will disqualify an applicant from receiving or exercising a permit: 445 

i. A conviction, or entry of a plea of guilty or nolo contendere, for a 446 
violation of the Lacey Act, the Migratory Bird Treaty Act, the Bald 447 
and Golden Eagle Protection Act, the federal Endangered Species Act, 448 
the state Endangered Species Act, or this section within the five-year 449 
period preceding the application by the applicant or a representative of 450 
the applicant, unless such disqualification has been expressly waived 451 
by the department in response to a request by the applicant. 452 

ii. The failure to pay any required fees. 453 
iii. The failure to submit timely, accurate, and complete reports as 454 

required disqualifies such person from receiving or exercising the 455 
privileges of a permit as long as the deficiency exists. Upon receipt of 456 
written notice, the permittee shall have 30 calendar days to cure the 457 
deficiency. 458 



c. Fees. An application fee of $50 and a permit fee of $50 per year shall be due 459 
for each permit. The full amount of the permit fee shall be based on the 460 
default duration of the permit and is due at the time of certification, if no 461 
approval is required, or the department’s approval and/or issuance of a permit. 462 
The fees will be deposited into the Nongame Cash Fund and used for the 463 
conservation and management of regulated bird species, consistent with 464 
§58.1-344.3 of the Code of Virginia.  No refund of any fees paid for issuance 465 
of the permit shall be made when a permit is terminated prior to the expiration 466 
date. 467 

d.Permit renewal. Applications for renewal shall meet and comply with all 468 
requirements for permit application, and be submitted at least 90 calendar 469 
days prior to the expiration of an existing permit. 470 

e. Modifications to permits. Permits may be modified, with the department’s 471 
approval, in accordance with the following: 472 

i. Applicant’s request. Where circumstances have changed so that an 473 
applicant desires to have any condition of the permit modified, the 474 
applicant must submit a full written justification and supporting 475 
information to the department in conformity with the terms and 476 
conditions under which the permit was issued. 477 

ii. Department determination. The department may amend any permit 478 
during its term where circumstances have changed such that 479 
amendments to the permit are deemed necessary by the department. In 480 
such instances, the department will notify the applicant in writing 60 481 
calendar days in advance of the effective date of any amendment. The 482 
applicant shall have 30 calendar days to appeal the decision to the 483 
department director under the department’s dispute resolution and 484 
administrative appeals procedures. 485 

f. Transfer of permits and scope of permit authorization. 486 
i. Except as otherwise provided for in this subsection, permits issued 487 

under this part are not transferable or assignable. 488 
ii. Permits issued under this part may be transferred in whole or in part 489 

through a joint submission by the applicant and the proposed 490 
transferee, or in the case of a deceased applicant, the deceased 491 
applicant’s legal representative and the proposed transferee, provided 492 
the department determines that: 493 

a) The proposed transferee meets all of the qualifications under 494 
this part for holding a permit; 495 

b) The proposed transferee has provided adequate written 496 
assurances that it will implement the relevant terms and 497 
conditions of the permit; and 498 



c) The proposed transferee has provided other information that 499 
the department determines is relevant to the processing of the 500 
submission. 501 

iii. Except as otherwise stated on the face of the permit, any person who is 502 
under the direct control of the applicant, or who is employed by or 503 
under contract to the applicant for purposes authorized by the permit, 504 
may carry out the activity authorized by the permit. 505 

g.Discontinuance of permit activity. When an applicant discontinues activities 506 
authorized by a permit, the applicant shall, within 30 calendar days of the 507 
discontinuance, notify the department of permit termination.  508 

h.Permit inspections. The department shall have the right to perform inspections 509 
of a permitted activity to ensure compliance with permit conditions.  Written 510 
(including electronic) or verbal notice of such inspection shall be given on a 511 
business day, and the inspection shall not occur until the passage of 24 hours 512 
from the time of notice, except when the department determines that an 513 
emergency inspection is necessary. 514 

i. Permit suspension and revocation. 515 
i. Criteria for suspension. The privileges of exercising some or all of the 516 

permit authority may be suspended at any time if the applicant is not in 517 
compliance with the conditions of the permit, or with any applicable 518 
laws or regulations governing the conduct of the regulated activity. 519 
Such suspension shall remain in effect until the department determines 520 
that the applicant has corrected the deficiencies. 521 

ii. Criteria for revocation. A permit may be revoked for any of the 522 
following reasons: 523 

a) The applicant willfully violates any federal, state, or local law, 524 
regulation, or ordinance, which involves a violation of the 525 
conditions of the permit or other federal or state wildlife laws; 526 
or 527 

b) The applicant fails within 60 calendar days to correct 528 
deficiencies that were the cause of a permit suspension. 529 

iii. Procedure for suspension and revocation. 530 
a) The applicant shall be notified in writing of the suspension or 531 

revocation by certified or registered mail. This notice shall 532 
identify the permit to be suspended, the reason(s) for such 533 
suspension, the actions necessary to correct the deficiencies, 534 
and inform the applicant of the right to appeal the suspension. 535 
The department may amend any notice of suspension at any 536 
time. 537 



b) The applicant shall be provided with an opportunity to appeal 538 
the suspension or revocation within 30 calendar days of 539 
mailing of the suspension or revocation by filing a written 540 
objection specifying the reasons by the applicant objects to the 541 
suspension of revocation, and may include supporting 542 
documentation. 543 

c) If, at the end of 30 calendar days, no appeal has been received 544 
by the department, a final order shall be issued suspending or 545 
revoking the permit. 546 

d) If, prior to 30 calendar days from the date of mailing, the 547 
person submits an appeal, an informal fact-finding proceeding 548 
will be held within 30 calendar days, or, at the option of the 549 
department, a formal hearing may be scheduled as soon as may 550 
be practicable. 551 

e) Following an informal fact-finding proceeding or formal 552 
hearing, a final decision shall be made by the department 553 
within 30 calendar days of the informal fact-finding proceeding 554 
or receipt of a determination by any hearing officer. 555 

I. Biennial standards and specifications. Any person who will undertake multiple regulated 556 
activities requiring a permit may biennially submit a single set of standards and 557 
specifications for department approval that describes how covered regulated activities shall 558 
be conducted. 559 

1. Such standards and specifications shall be consistent with the requirements of this 560 
section and the applicable sector-specific plans. The cumulative impact of regulated 561 
activities conducted under standards and specifications shall not exceed that which 562 
would be anticipated to occur if each activity were otherwise permitted under this 563 
section. Each project constructed for which a permit is required shall obtain such 564 
permit by filing a permit application referencing the approved standards and 565 
specifications and paying the fee applicable under subdivision G(3)(c) prior to the 566 
commencement of the regulated activity. The standards and specifications shall 567 
include: 568 

a. A reference to which sector-specific plans are addressed by the standards and 569 
specifications; 570 

b.A description of the regulated activities that the applicant intends to be 571 
addressed by the standards and specifications, and, if applicable, any other 572 
regulated activities that the applicant intends to conduct that will not utilize 573 
the standards and specifications; 574 

c. Information satisfactory to the department demonstrating how regulated 575 
activities conducted under the standards and specifications will meet the 576 



requirements of the applicable sector-specific plans, together with a copy of 577 
any reference materials cited by the standards and specifications; and 578 

d.Implementation of a regulated activity tracking system of all regulated 579 
activities conducted under the standards and specification, together with a 580 
permittee self-monitoring program that will ensure compliance with the 581 
standards and specifications. 582 

2. Such standards and specification may be utilized following department approval. 583 
Utilization of approved standards and specification shall not affect the department’s 584 
authority to perform inspections of regulated activities addressed by the standards and 585 
specifications. Noncompliance with approved standards and specifications shall have 586 
the effect of noncompliance with the requirements of the applicable sector-specific 587 
plan for the regulated activity for purposes of permit modification, suspension or 588 
revocation under this section. 589 

J. Enforcement; unpermitted regulated activities. Administrative permit actions, including 590 
modification, suspension, and revocation, shall be addressed according to the department’s 591 
dispute resolution and administrative appeals procedures. Any person conducting a regulated 592 
activity for which a permit is required by the section without such permit, including where a 593 
regulated activity has commenced without a permit or continued after permit suspension or 594 
revocation, shall be guilty of a Class 3 misdemeanor as specified by §29.1-505 of the Code of 595 
Virginia. 596 

 
Rationale:  On December 22, 2017, the Department of Interior (DOI) Solicitor issued a 
reinterpretation of the Migratory Bird Treaty Act (MBTA), M-37050 Opinion (hereafter referred 
to as the M-Opinion). Prior to the M-Opinion, prohibited take of migratory birds included the 
accidental or incidental take of birds by way of a legally conducted human activity (e.g., avian 
mortality caused by birds striking a power line or a communication tower). The M-Opinion 
effectually removed this critical level of protection by declaring that incidental take resulting 
from an activity, the purpose of which is not to take birds, eggs, or their nests, is no longer 
prohibited under the MBTA. On November 27, 2020, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 
(Service) published the Final Environmental Impact Statement (FEIS) for Regulations Governing 
Take of Migratory Birds after which the Service expects to issue a Record of Decision and Final 
Rule that will effectively codify the M-Opinion and remove previous federal protections against 
incidental take.  
 
State fish and wildlife agencies have long relied on the MBTA as the primary regulatory 
mechanism to protect birds, eggs, nests, and nestlings from human activities. As such, most 
states, including Virginia, have not enacted regulations that provide explicit protections against 
incidental take of birds because of their reliance on the protective strength of the prior 
interpretation of the MBTA. This has left states uncertain as to how to effectively minimize and 
prevent incidental take of migratory birds at a time when at least one-third of North American 



bird species are in steep decline, and many are at risk of extinction this century. Additional 
research published in 2019 clearly documents that North America’s bird population has suffered 
a net loss of almost 3 billion individuals compared to 1970 abundance levels. The exclusion of 
incidental take prohibitions is likely to exacerbate this precarious trend, especially for those 
species that are already in serious decline. The FEIS fully acknowledges this likely effect, but 
further states “…this effect is reduced where best practices are required by other State and 
federal laws to protect migratory birds.”    
 
On February 14, 2020, Governor Ralph Northam directed the Department of Wildlife Resources 
(DWR) to develop a regulation to define and permit incidental take of migratory birds for major 
commercial, industrial, and construction projects in the Commonwealth. This rule would make 
Virginia one of the first states to “backstop” recent federal attempts to rollback longstanding 
migratory bird protection afforded under the MBTA. The recommended language for regulatory 
amendment represents the DWR’s effort at fulfilling the Governor’s mandate to regulate 
incidental take in the Commonwealth by establishing a regulatory framework for the 
administration, implementation and enforcement of an incidental take permitting program. The 
intent of this program is to provide protections to migratory bird species while authorizing take 
that may occur incidental to regulated activities through the issuance of permits that stipulate 
best management practices intended to avoid, minimize or compensate for incidental take. 
 
An example of a sector-specific plan for communication towers is provided for context and to 
illustrate the nexus between the recommended framework and derivative sector-specific plans.  
Should the Board propose the recommended framework and take final action in 2021, the DWR 
would proceed with the establishment of sector-specific stakeholder working groups and the 
development of sector-specific plans as outlined in the framework. 
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4VAC15-30-xx. Sector-Specific Plan for Incidental Take of Bird Species; Communications 
Towers.  
 
This sector-specific plan (or plan) authorizes the incidental take of regulated bird species 
resulting from, but not the purpose of, activities associated with the construction of 
communication towers and post-construction tower operations. Communication towers are free-
standing monopoles or self-supporting lattice or guyed towers that rise 199 feet or higher above 
ground level and require tower obstruction warning lighting systems. The purpose of these 
towers includes, but is not limited to, supporting antennas, radio, wireless and other kinds of 
transmission, reception, telecommunication or tracking equipment utilized by commercial, 
governmental, or public or quasi-public users. 
 
A. Species subject to the sector-specific plan: all regulated bird species.  
 
B. Area subject to the sector-specific plan: all regulated habitats to include both biologically 

significant avian habitats and general avian habitats across the commonwealth. If the 
project area is within or immediately adjacent to one or more a biologically significant avian 
habitats or within general avian habitat considered biologically important to regulated bird 
species, or may result in the incidental take of Tier I or Tier II bird Species of Greatest 
Conservation Need in the department’s 2015 Wildlife Action Plan an individual 
incidental take permit will be required.  

 
C. Communication towers may cause direct and indirect bird mortality through: 

 
A. Collisions.  Birds attracted to tower lights and gather in the lighting zone may circle 

and/or collide with the tower, guy wires, other birds, or fall to the ground from 
exhaustion and become vulnerable to ground predators.  
 

B. Construction, operation, and maintenance activities - Adults, eggs, or nestlings may 
experience direct mortality through: 

a. Trauma or death during vegetation removal;  
b. Trauma or death during tower maintenance; and  
c. Death of eggs or nestlings when actions or activities cause adults to abandon 

nests. 
 

C. Significant loss of fat reserves resulting from the energy expended when circling 
towers, which may lead to reduced survival during long migration flights.  

 
D. Goals of this sector-specific plan are to:  

 
1. Avoid or minimize incidental take of regulated bird species and habitats through 

careful consideration of communication tower placement and design; 
 

2. Avoid or minimize incidental take of regulated bird species and/or habitats during the 
communication tower construction phase; and 
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3. Avoid or minimize incidental take of regulated bird species during operations of new 
or replacement communication towers covered under this plan by implementing best 
management practices (BMPs) in the pre-construction planning and construction 
project phases.  

 
E. Strategies, schedules, BMPs, and criteria for avoiding or minimizing incidental take of 

regulated bird species and/or habitats. 
 

1.  Placement of New Communication Towers.  
 
a. Where practicable, new towers shall be placed within areas where existing towers 

occur or in developed locations or other environmentally degraded areas.  
 

b. Tower placement shall avoid biologically significant avian habitats. The inability 
to comply with this measure will require the applicant to apply for an individual 
take permit.  

 
c. The placement of new towers and associated facilities should avoid loss of 

existing native grasses, wildflowers, shrubs and trees within and directly adjacent 
to the tower footprint.  

 
2. Construction of New or Replacement Communication Towers.  
 

a. All construction activities shall adhere to avian time of year restrictions as 
specified in an online document available at  https://www.dgif.virginia.gov/wp-
content/uploads/media/Time-of-Year-Restrictions.pdf.     
 

b. If construction activities, including vegetation removal, cannot comply with one 
or more breeding season time of year restrictions, breeding surveys shall be 
conducted to locate active breeding pairs or nests within the regulated habitat and 
if found, implement the following measures to avoid or minimize take of nests, 
eggs and/or live young:      

 
i. Conduct surveys for active nests of regulated bird species no more than 

five days prior to the onset of construction activities to ensure recently 
established territories or constructed nests are identified;  
 

ii. The dimensions of the survey area shall encompass the entire construction 
footprint; and  

 
iii. If active nests are identified within the construction zone, construction 

shall cease until nestlings have fledged, the nest fails or the breeding pair 
has left the territory. If construction is unavoidable, a 300-foot buffer shall 
be established around the nest or territory, and no activities will be 
allowed within the protective buffer until nestlings have fledged the nest 
fails or the breeding pair has left the territory.  

https://www.dgif.virginia.gov/wp-content/uploads/media/Time-of-Year-Restrictions.pdf
https://www.dgif.virginia.gov/wp-content/uploads/media/Time-of-Year-Restrictions.pdf
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c. The introduction of invasive plants shall be prevented during the construction 

phase to minimize vegetation community degradation and only native and local 
seed stock shall be used for all temporary and permanent vegetation 
establishment.  

 
3. Tower Design and Lighting Systems. 

 
a. The minimum number of guy wires necessary should be installed at each tower. 

Guyed towers shall have daytime visual markers or bird flight diverters installed 
at 15-foot intervals along the entire length of each guy wire.   

 
b. Communication towers shall deploy Aircraft Detection Lighting Systems (ADLS) 

in areas where these systems can be permitted by the Federal Aviation 
Administration (FAA).  ADLS allow towers to remain unlit until the ADLS radar 
detects nearby aircraft, at which time the tower lighting system is turned on until 
the aircraft is out of radar range. If an ADLS cannot be installed, the following 
BMPs shall be followed: 

 
i. Towers shall use the minimum amount of FAA-required pilot warning and 

obstruction avoidance lighting.  
 

ii. Unless otherwise required by the FAA, only white or red flashing lights 
shall be used at night. These lights must adhere to the most recent FAA 
“Obstruction and Marking Standards.” 

 
iii. Security lighting for on‐ground facilities, equipment, and infrastructure 

shall be motion- or heat‐sensitive, down‐shielded, and of minimum 
intensity. 

F. For projects that do not fully comply with the strategies, schedules, BMPs, or criteria 
outlined in subsection E, or may result in the incidental take of Tier I or Tier II bird 
Species of Greatest Conservation Need in the department’s 2015 Wildlife Action Plan, 
the applicant will be required to apply for an individual incidental take and submit an 
Avian Conservation and Mitigation Plan (ACMP) for approval by the department. The 
ACMP shall contain the following elements:  
 

1. The project’s scope of work, including a timeline of when each element of the work 
plan will performed and completed, and describes the project’s possible effects on 
regulated bird species and their habitat; 

 
2. The identification of  all strategies, schedules, BMPs or criteria outlined in 

subsection E that cannot be implemented (with the exception of E.1.b for which 
non-compliance will require an individual take permit), along with a description 
of circumstances that precludes their execution;  

 
3. Proposed novel actions, practices or regulated species presence/absence surveys 



 

4 
 

whose specific purposes are to avoid, minimize or mitigate take of regulated bird 
species;  

 
4. Documentation that supports the implementation of novel take avoidance, 

minimization, or mitigation actions and practices; and  
 
5. A proposed monitoring plan that evaluates the effectiveness of novel take avoidance, 

minimization, or mitigation actions and practices.   
 

G. Monitoring requirements.  
 

1. No monitoring shall be required for projects that meet one of the following 
conditions: 

 
a. New or replacement towers placed outside of biologically significant avian 

habitats and within areas of existing towers, or in developed locations or other 
general avian habitats devoid of habitat features considered biologically important 
to regulated bird species .  

 
b. New or replacement towers placed outside of biologically significant avian 

habitats and construction activities adhere to avian time of year restrictions as 
specified in an online document available at https://www.dgif.virginia.gov/wp-
content/uploads/media/Time-of-Year-Restrictions.pdf. 

 
2. All monitoring requirements, reports, and report submission dates will be presented in 

department-approved ACMPs. 
  

H. Notification requirements. The Communication Tower General Permit application must 
be received by the department prior to the commencement of the regulated activity. The 
applicant is deemed permitted upon receipt of the application.  Any regulated activity that 
commenced prior to the board’s approval of this sector-specific plan, has received all 
necessary permits and approvals issued by other regulatory entities but for which 
construction has not commenced, or has fully executed construction contractual obligations 
but for which construction has not commenced shall have two years to comply with the 
terms of this plan, if construction will not be completed prior to the end of the two-year 
period.  

 
I. Term of permits. The term of a permit shall be for a term of eight (8) years. A renewal 

permit may be issued, as necessary. An applicant may terminate a permit prior to the 
defined term upon providing written evidence to the department of the conclusion of 
construction and fulfillment of any applicable monitoring requirements defined herein. 

 
J. Other documentation required.  The applicant is required to submit a map of the project 

area that clearly defines the project footprint, illustrates tower placement and delineates 
areas requiring vegetation removal.  

  

https://www.dgif.virginia.gov/wp-content/uploads/media/Time-of-Year-Restrictions.pdf
https://www.dgif.virginia.gov/wp-content/uploads/media/Time-of-Year-Restrictions.pdf
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K. Special criteria for individual incidental take permits. Individual incidental take permits 
shall be required if a project’s activities do not conform with the regulated activities 
covered under the communications tower general permit, or do not fully comply with the 
strategies, schedules, BMPs, or criteria outlined in subsection E, or may result in the 
incidental take of Tier I or Tier II bird Species of Greatest Conservation Need in the 
department’s 2015 Wildlife Action Plan,.   
  



 

DISPUTE RESOLUTION AND ADMINISTRATIVE APPEALS PROCEDURE 
INCIDENTAL TAKE PERMITS—4VAC15-30-70 ET SEQ. 

 
Introduction 
 

This document sets forth the procedures for appeals of decisions made pursuant to 
4VAC15-30-70.  Under authority granted to the Board of Wildlife Resources in §29.1-103 
of the Code of Virginia, and subsequently conferred by the Board via 4VAC15-30-5 of the 
Virginia Administrative Code, the Executive Director of the Virginia Department of 
Wildlife Resources (Department) has the authority to set permit schedules, establish permit 
conditions, delegate signature authority, establish protocols for responding to permit 
decision appeals, and render final permit decisions. 
 

This document pertains to administrative dispute resolution or appeal only, and is not 
intended to affect any rights to judicial review that may exist under Virginia law.  It further 
does not apply to any criminal enforcement proceedings.  
 
Permit Issuance, Denial, Suspension, or Revocation 
 

As set forth in 4VAC15-30-70, the Department may establish or modify permit 
conditions, or deny, suspend, or revoke any permit by written notification to the applicant or 
permittee. The notification will identify the permit or application affected; the permit 
conditions or the reasons for any modification, denial, suspension, or revocation; the actions 
necessary to correct any deficiencies, where applicable; and will inform the Applicant or 
Permittee of the right to appeal.  
 
Method of Appeal 
 

Any request for appeal must be addressed to the Department’s Executive Director in 
writing, signed by the Applicant or Permittee, and received within the timeframes set forth 
in 4VAC15-30-70. 
  

Within 14 days of receipt of a request for appeal, the Executive Director shall 
provide to the applicant a Notice of Informal Fact Finding Proceeding.  The Informal Fact 
Finding Proceeding shall be held within 30 days of the Department’s receipt of the request 
for appeal.  
 

In the alternative, where the issues presented are of a legal or other nature such that 
the Department, in its sole discretion, believes that the recommendation of a Hearing Officer 
would be appropriate, it may proceed utilizing a Formal Hearing, to be scheduled as soon as 
may be practicable.    
 

Should the matter be negotiated to resolution through informal consultation between 
the Department and the Applicant or Permittee prior to any Informal Fact Finding 
Proceeding or Formal Hearing, such resolution and agreement shall be documented, and no 
Informal Fact Finding Proceeding or Formal Hearing shall be necessary. 



 

If the regulated activity is the subject of an ongoing criminal or administrative 
investigation and the ongoing investigation provided grounds for the subject permit 
revocation or suspension, no administrative appeal shall be considered pending conclusion 
of said investigations and proceedings or adjudication by the courts. The Executive Director 
may order an Informal Fact Finding Proceeding upon conclusion of such criminal 
investigations and proceedings, or at any other time deemed appropriate. 
 
Informal Fact Finding Proceeding 

 
Informal Fact Finding Proceedings will be conducted by a panel of three persons 

appointed by the Executive Director. The panel will hear and accept documentary evidence 
from the Applicant/Permittee and from Department staff knowledgeable of the issues under 
consideration.  The panel may also receive any information received from third parties prior 
to the Informal Fact Finding Proceeding; however, such third parties shall not participate in 
the proceeding unless requested by the panel.  The burden of proof will exist with the 
appellant, and any final decision will be based on the preponderance of the evidence. 
Within 10 days of conclusion of the Informal Fact Finding Proceeding, the panel will 
forward a written summary of the proceeding and recommendations to the Executive 
Director.  Within 30 days of the Informal Fact Finding Proceeding, the Executive Director 
shall issue a final determination to the Applicant/Permittee. 
   
Formal Hearing 
 

Formal Hearings shall be conducted in the manner prescribed by the Virginia 
Administrative Process Act (§2.2-4000 et seq. of the Code of Virginia) before a Hearing 
Officer selected from the list of hearing officers maintained by the Executive Secretary of 
the Virginia Supreme Court.  Where the Department elects to proceed utilizing a formal 
hearing, appointment of a Hearing Officer shall be requested by the Department within 14 
days of receipt of a request for appeal, with the hearing to be held as soon as practicable to 
the Hearing Officer, the Applicant or Permittee, and the Department.   
 
Corrective Action Plan 

 
A Corrective Action Plan is a written agreement between the Department and the 

Applicant or Permittee that details the corrective actions to be taken in response to 
documented violations of permit terms or conditions. At any time prior to issuance of a final 
ruling, the Department or the Applicant or Permittee may offer a Corrective Action Plan, 
which may be proposed by either of the parties and discussed, accepted, modified, or 
rejected by them during any subsequent informal consultations. Any deficiencies addressed 
by a Corrective Action Plan shall not require a final decision by the Executive Director.  
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VCP PROFESSIONAL STANDARDS VISION 
 

Quality Public Service + Employer of Choice + Pursuit of Excellence 
 

Strategic Goals for O.P.S. Vision (Our Road Map to Success) 
 

Employees Are Our Best Resource 

First-class Training Academy • VCP Career Progression Program • Peer Support Program 
 

Setting the Bar and Expectations 

Professional Standards CREED • VCP Recognition & Engagement Handbook • O.P.S. Advisory Council 
 

Establishing Best Practices 

VLEPSC & NASBLA Accreditation • Clear Written Directives • Network & Collaborate w/External Partners 
 

Vital Planning Resources 

R3 & Inclusive Excellence Strategic Plans • CPO Job Task Analysis • Law Enforcement Strategic Plan 
 

Critical Elements for Success 

Community Outreach • Inclusive & Diverse Team Collaboration • Leadership Development Continuum 
 

Necessary Input Assessments 

Citizen Feedback System • Employee Suggestion Program • Planned Staff Inspections 

 

Measures of Performance 

Community Partnerships • Employee Stay Interviews • Tabletop Exercises & After-Action Reviews 
 

Desired Outcomes 

High Level of Public Trust & Engagement • High Morale & Esprit de Corps • Premier Wildlife Agency 

 

Department of Wildlife Resources Vision Statement:  Leading wildlife conservation 

and inspiring people to value the outdoors and their role in nature. 
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Update and Discussion on Diversity, 
Equity, and Inclusion Progress
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I. Review of 30-60-90 Day Plan
II. DWR Inclusive Excellence Vision 

Statement
III. DWR Demographics
IV. Office of Inspector General Audit Key        

Recommendations
V. Diversity, Equity and Inclusion 

Strategic Planning Update
VI. Questions and Comments



V i r g i n i a  D e p a r t m e n t  o f  W i l d l i f e  R e s o u r c e s   •   w w w . d w r . v i r g i n i a . g o v 3



V i r g i n i a  D e p a r t m e n t  o f  W i l d l i f e  R e s o u r c e s   •   w w w . d w r . v i r g i n i a . g o v 4

Review of  30-60-90 Day Plan

LEARN:  
• Reviewed previous D&I research
• Reviewed studies and audits as related to D&I
• Conducted several office calls and virtual meetings with current and former workforce members

ALIGN:
• Empaneled “Inclusive Excellence Council”
• Established “Inclusive Excellence Vision Statement”
• Collaborated with Law Division recruiting and outreach efforts
• Aligned with Governor’s “ONE Virginia” DEI plan

EXECUTE:
• Initiated observance of special emphasis events via agency-wide emails
• Responded to Office of the State Inspector General audit
• Retained contractor to facilitate assessments and strategic planning
• Identified resource to diversify internship program
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DWR Inclusive Excellence Vision Statement

The Virginia Department of Wildlife Resources (DWR) will strive to create 
a work environment that provides all employees equal access to 

information, development and opportunity. By building an inclusive work 
environment, we will promote, then leverage, the diversity of people, 

talent and ideas.  As a public agency, our ability to understand, embrace 
and operate in a multicultural Commonwealth — both among our 

stakeholders and employees — is critical to our long-term sustainability 
and specifically impacts our ability to meet DWR's mission.
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DWR Total  Workforce Demographics:  
Underrepresented Groups

# as of 11/30/2019 % as of 11/30/2019 # as of 11/30/2020 % as of 11/30/2020 # Increase % Increase
Total Workforce 423 403 -20 -4.7%
Women 98 23.2% 99 24.6% 1 1.0%
Black/African American 27 6.4% 28 6.9% 1 3.7%
Hispanic/Latinx 5 1.2% 7 1.7% 2 40.0%
Asian 3 0.7% 3 0.7% 0 0.0%
American Indian 1 0.2% 2 0.4% 1 100.0%
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DWR Law Division Demographics:  
Underrepresented Groups

# as of 11/30/2019 % as of 11/30/2019 # as of 11/30/2020 % as of 11/30/2020 # Increase % Increase
Total Law Workforce 162 143 -19 -11.7%
Women 9 5.6% 8 5.6% -1 -11.0%
Black/African American 4 2.5% 3 2.1% -1 -25.0%
Hispanic/Latinx 3 1.9% 3 2.1% 0 0.0%
Asian 0 0.0% 0 0.0% 0 0.0%
American Indian 1 0.6% 1 0.7% 0 0.0%
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Office of  the State Inspector General  Audit  Key 
Recommendations

1. Natural Resource Law Enforcement (NRLE) agencies must establish a shared 
recruiter, a diversity and inclusion officer for each agency and a community 
engagement director for each agency.

2. NRLE agencies must develop diversity and inclusion plans.
3. NRLE agencies must expand opportunities for recruitment to include diverse 

civic organizations, constituent service organizations, sports clubs, 
community events, and historically minority and gender-based colleges and 
universities. 

4. NRLE agencies must restructure the recruitment process where each agency’s 
diversity and inclusion advocate actively monitors the pool of candidates.

5. NRLE agencies must review results of all recruitment activities and identify 
what recruitment sources led to achieving a diverse pool of applicants. 
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Office of  the State Inspector General  Audit  Key 
Recommendations cont’d

6.NRLE agencies must leverage each other’s abilities to increase public interest 
and introduce populations with low participation to natural resources services. 

7. NRLE agencies’ diversity and inclusion strategic plans must develop and 
expand community engagement to attract populations not participating in 
outdoor recreation and generate future interest in natural resources career 
opportunities.

8.NRLE agencies must collect and analyze employment information to include 
applicant diversity, hiring and retention data of their law enforcement 
employees to monitor and assess diversity and inclusion strategic plan efforts 
at least annually.

9.NRLE agencies must develop internal recruitment tools that appeal directly to 
transitioning military personnel. NRLE agencies must consult with DVS 
regarding its Veterans Transition Assistance Program as a potential recruiting 
tool.
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Diversity,  Equity and Inclusion Strategic Planning 
Update

Planning Steps
• Defining parameters of DEI 

Complete: following ONE Virginia Plan and DWR R3 Plan.
• Vision

Complete: Developed and vetted through the Director’s Working Group and the Inclusive Excellence 
Council in FY20.

• Assessing Needs  
Ongoing: Deficiencies highlighted in previous diversity studies and OSIG audit.  Additional 
qualitative assessment performed by contractor are informing efforts.

• Review other plans   
Ongoing: Studying best practices of exemplar state wildlife agencies. 

• Setting priorities and goals 
Upcoming: The heavy lifting of the IEC.  Determining what is worthy of resource allocation and how 
those resources should be allocated to promote a more inclusive agency.

• Accountability and evaluation
Upcoming: Who is responsible? How is success measured? What is reporting mechanism?  Required 
in OSIG Audit.
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Questions and Comments

George P. Braxton, J.D., C.D.E.
Chief Diversity and Inclusion Officer

(O) 804-367-0676
(M) 804-912-3617

george.braxton@dwr.virginia.gov



ACTION ITEM TARGET DATE CONCEPT PLANNING DESIGN IMPLEMENTATION SUSTAIN

I. DIVERSITY

A. Adopt Board statement on diversity and inclusion. August Board Meeting

B. Establish and fill the position of DGIF Diversity and Inclusion Officer. 1-Oct-19

C. Devote $ to perform a study/hire a consultant to implement – 90 days after the hiring of DIO. 31-Dec-19

E. Create an internal diversity committee – within 90 days after the hiring DIO. 30-Jan-20

D. Develop a summer intern program – within 90 days after the hiring DIO. 31-Mar-20

II. FUNDING

A. RAWA – as soon as the bill is introduced, generate letters of support and reach out to federal legislators October Board Meeting

B. HB 38 – seek full funding of current cap amount to gain more revenue (2020 General Assembly and future); 
consider requesting an increase in the cap amount Ongoing

C. Evaluate the current and long term financial and operational impact of Virginia's hunting and fishing license 
and permit exemptions, and develop a stakeholder-based plan to explore possible changes.    1-Jul-20

III.  OUTREACH

A. Hire or designate a central Public Information Officer (PIO) role for the department. 31-Dec-19

B. Lay the groundwork for an eventual agency name change by working with stakeholders. Ongoing

C. Strategic plan for Outreach. 31-Dec-19

IV.  PLANNING

A. Create a DRAFT visioning document – where to go and how to measure success.  The document may then 
be distributed to stakeholders as a vehicle for discussion.  October Board Meeting

B. Develop an performance (evidence) based review process for Operating Budget, Formal Plans, and Vision 
Document. 1-Jul-20

C. Develop an Operational Plan to implement the Vision Document follwing its adoption. ASAP

V. LAND PURCHASE

A. Presentation to the Board on department Land Identification and Acquisition Process. August Board Meeting

B. Review of matrix and process for purchasing land. August Board Meeting

C. Propose a ratio between purchase and infrastructure spending to develop a balance between the two based 
on operational and capital needs to be included and reviewed with FY21 Budget. June Board Meeting

D. Develop new grant and corporate funding opportunities (such as work with timber companies on roads and 
parking lots) to support agency needs. Ongoing

VI. STRUCTURE OF AGENCY

A. Establish and fill a second Deputy Executive Director position. ASAP

B. Identify and implement efforts with intentions to improve employee satisfaction levels. Ongoing

VII. HUMAN RESOURCES

A. Establish and fill an Assistant Director position in the Human Resources Division. 31-Dec-19

B. Introduce agency-wide employee development initiatives. Ongoing

12172020 Board RETREAT (Ryan) Copy of Board Retreat_Ac:on Items Scorecard_031820rjb.xlsx
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I. Executive Summary  

Looking back upon its first century, the Virginia Department of Wildlife Resources (DWR) can be 
proud of many remarkable accomplishments. DWR worked with partners and landowners to restore 
numerous wildlife species and critical habitats and conserved over 200,000 acres as Wildlife 
Management Areas to provide wildlife habitat and recreational opportunities just to name a few. 

However, in this new century, there are new challenges facing fish and wildlife conservation.   The 
outdoor recreation communities are aging; habitats are further stressed with more demands on 
natural resources, changing climatic conditions, wildlife diseases, and invasive species; and we all face 
uncertain economic times. To adequately fulfill our public mandate, the agency must adapt to address 
these new and diverse challenges. 

DWR’s first step in this adaptation was to promote new and refocused declarations of our Vision, 
Mission and Goals that—as highlighted in this report—were reflective of a very deliberate process that 
included researching past strategic planning efforts, consulting with academics, industry experts, and 
leaders in state agencies, as well as gathering input for over a year (through facilitated focus group 
meetings and surveys) from agency staff and external partners. These statements serving as our 
Vision, Mission, and Goals, which were approved by DWR’s Supervisory Board in 2017, are to also 
serve as the foundation of DWR’s future direction.    

It is now time in the process of “operationalizing” our new strategic statements and performance 
measures.  In the future, specific Division Strategic Plans and Business Plans as well as Inter-Division 
Strategies to adequately support our Goals will be needed.  Already, DWR enjoys unique plans to 
support decisions on our Wildlife Management Areas, fish and wildlife species, and bodies of water.  
Most recently, the department and Board has endorsed a plan and set of strategies to guide our 
decisions for Boating Access, as well as efforts to Recruit, Retain, and Reactivate (R3).  In more 
general terms, just as our efforts thus far would not have been as successful without all stakeholders’ 
input, support and participation by our current and potential constituents is necessary going forward
—not only to provide input into this evolving process but more purposefully to help mind the many 
challenges that we in the fish and wildlife profession face going forward.   

Our agency has already successfully faced many difficult challenges since the time, 100 years ago 
when our department was established. However, as was reflected in 2016 when we first worked 
together to formulate new vision, mission and goal statements, we are truly at a different place 
regarding the crucial need for public support and understanding of our conservation role, our 
relevancy, and our ability to act in a meaningful time frame to confront the issues we face.   Going 
forward, we must be more transformational than transactional!   

All of DWR must stay involved and diligent as we take the next crucial steps toward truly embedding 
our strategic vision and mission into the agency’s overarching decision making, which will position 
DWR to be more adaptive, agile and relevant in the future.   A big challenge to be sure, but this 
strategic thinking and planning initiative provides us the greatest opportunity to meet these 
challenges together.      
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II. Overview of our Department 

The Virginia Department of Wildlife Resources (DWR) was authorized by the General Assembly in 
1916. Agency powers and duties are currently outlined in the Code of Virginia, Title 29.1. The Agency 
is supervised by a citizen board, appointed by the Governor. DWR is an executive branch agency 
positioned within the Secretariat of Natural Resources. 

DWR is the primary state agency charged with management of inland fisheries, wildlife, and 
recreational boating, and employs approximately 450 people full-time. The Department is required to 
employ scientific principles and procedures in the management of the Commonwealth’s aquatic and 
terrestrial wildlife, and in conjunction, provides educational and recreational opportunities to enjoy 
Virginia’s natural resources through hunting, fishing, boating, wildlife watching, and just getting 
outdoors.  

The Department’s policies and regulations are to be science-based to protect and improve the 
biological diversity of the state. This protection also requires response to threats from disease, 
invasive species and competing land use plans.  It is imperative that DWR monitors, anticipates, and 
responds to these threats. 

DWR is classified as a “special funded” agency because we do not receive funding from state general 
fund tax revenues; rather, through five primary sources:   

• License and permit sales. 
• Federal grants and programs. 
• Boat registration and titling fees. 
• Transfer of state revenue collected through watercraft sales/use taxes and sales taxes on outdoor-

related goods and equipment. 
• Other sources, generated internally. 

The Department of Wildlife Resources (DWR) is the comprehensive wildlife and boat agency which 
strives to connect people to quality wildlife-related experiences through hunting, angling, boating, 
wildlife watching, and education. The Department works hard to ensure that all Virginians have the 
opportunity to appreciate outdoor recreation across the Commonwealth by enhancing fish and 
wildlife resources while providing opportunities to pursue those activities in a safe manner. DWR will 
continue providing quality access to the land and waters of the Commonwealth so more people can 
enjoy the full natural diversity of the state. 

Annually, DWR: 

• Maintains 41 Wildlife Management Areas and over 205,000 acres of public access. 
• Manages fisheries in over 25,000 miles of cold- and warm water streams. 
• Maintains fishing and boating access to over 175,000 acres of lakes and reservoirs. 
• Promotes boating and hunting to over 20,000 students annually. 
• Enforces hunting, fishing, and boating laws for resource protection and public safety. 
• Invites extensive citizen participation in the crafting of wildlife regulations. 
• Offers technical support to the public for wildlife, fisheries, and their habitat. 
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III. Our Conservation Challenges  

It is important that as leaders and participants in fish and wildlife conservation to appreciate our 
history, past successes, but also have an awareness of needs for the future.  DWR is so fortunate to 
have an excellent staff, a reputation as a leader among its peer agencies nationally, and a supportive 
public.  These successes must not be discounted.  However, while current areas in which the 
Department already succeeds must be maintained, there are opportunities for a growing impact at 
this critical juncture.  These opportunities can be found in the following areas: 

1. Diversity…. DWR must increase diversity and inclusion among our workforce and our 
constituents, and strive to reflect the greater population of Virginia.  It is far too important for the 
future and sustainability of our department as a state fish and wildlife agency.  To be sure, all 
natural resources agencies struggle with this subject, and it will take innovation and dedication to 
respond to this opportunity accordingly.  But truly committed strategies, designed not just for 
short term statements, but for long term success, must be employed.   

2. Education and Outreach… The battleground of conservation today is just as much within the 
social sciences as it is the biological sciences that the agency already does so well.  Public 
education needs concerning wildlife are greater than ever, and public support (and in turn, 
assurance of support for future funding) will depend upon connecting the public with wildlife and 
recreational opportunities enabled by the Department.  This includes all of the public and all 
recreational opportunities.    

3. Participation and Partnerships in the greater conservation community…. The Department must 
increase its participation in the greater conservation community, and its management efforts 
should reflect this.  This is not to suggest that relationships with other wildlife agencies across the 
country should be de-emphasized in any way.  Rather, the Department must additionally more 
fully integrate its efforts with other agencies and organizations in the complete world of Virginia 
natural resources management.  This would benefit Virginia’s overall conservation efforts, the 
Department’s species conservation efforts, and avail the Department of readily-available 
opportunities that are perhaps not being maximized today.   

4. Habitat preservation and restoration of public opportunities… The Department is fortunate to 
have the ability to purchase and preserve many great properties across the Commonwealth.  
However, an equal amount of effort needs to go into their care after acquisition.  In some cases, 
this means more resources and effort dedicated to promoting habitat and goals for all species 
(whether game or non-game).  In others, it means further development of recreational 
opportunities and making these areas welcoming destinations for all wildlife enthusiasts.   

5. Economic benefits and role in outdoor tourism… More attention needs to be called to the 
economic benefits of the wildlife-based recreational and boating opportunities supported by the 
Department.  These are very substantial contributions to Virginia’s economy, and yet today, they 
are not well known or appreciated. This is important to the Department’s future fiscal well-being.  
It is also important to local economies across the Commonwealth, which the Department’s 
programs have an opportunity to greatly benefit.     

6. All wildlife enthusiasts are interrelated… Too much unproductive discussion is devoted to 
categorizing constituencies as “traditional vs. nontraditional”, “consumptive vs. non-
consumptive”, etc.  These categorizations are false.  All wildlife enthusiasts are interrelated and 
need to be regarded as such for the future of the Department, the future of their own interests, 
and, most importantly, the future of all of our wildlife resources.   
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IV. Our Vision.  Our Mission.  Our Values  

The Department 

Overall Vision 

Leading wildlife conservation and inspiring people to value the outdoors and their role in nature.  

Overall Mission 

To CONSERVE and manage wildlife populations and habitat for the benefit of present and future 
generations; CONNECT people to Virginia’s outdoors through boating, education, fishing, hunting, 
trapping, wildlife viewing, and other wildlife-related activities; and PROTECT people and property 
by promoting safe outdoor experiences and managing human-wildlife conflicts.  

Overall Goals 

Goal One: Conserve sustainable and diverse native wildlife populations and ecosystems. 

Goal Two: Manage wildlife populations and habitats to meet the balanced needs among diverse 
human communities. 

Goal Three: Recruit, retain, and re-engage people who enjoy wildlife and boating activities. 

Goal Four: Promote people’s awareness and appreciation of their role in wildlife conservation.  

Goal Five: Minimize wildlife-related conflicts while balancing conservation goals and human benefits.  

Goal Six: Promote public safety for all people enjoying Virginia’s wildlife and waterways.  

Goal Seven: Cultivate an effective and efficient organization that supports the agency vision and 
mission.  

Goal Eight: Create an inclusive culture that fosters collaboration, diversity, innovation and 
transparency.  

Extending from the Department’s overall Vision, Mission, and priority Goals are six divisions: Aquatic 
Wildlife, Human Resources Law Enforcement, Outreach, Planning & Finance, and Terrestrial 
Wildlife.  To this end, and to maximize our efficiency and effectiveness for all constituents and 
citizens of Virginia, each division operates with a supporting Vision and Mission Statement as well as 
core values.   
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Aquatic Wildlife Resources Division 

 Vision Statement 

Aquatic wildlife populations and habitats that are healthy and sustainable, outstanding recreational 
opportunities and improved quality of life for all. 

Mission Statement  

DWR’s Aquatic Wildlife Resources Division strives to: 

• Conserve and manage all aquatic wildlife resources and their habitats for the benefit of present 
and future generations. 

• Connect a diverse array of people to a wide variety of aquatic resources and recreational 
opportunities. 

• Promote an appreciation for the relevance and value of Virginia’s aquatic resources. 

VALUES (Still under development) 

Fisheries Management 
• Do No Harm Philosophy 
• Create recreational resource opportunities where appropriate 
• Making the best use of limited resources (be efficient) 
• Using sound science to endeavor to manage recreational fishing opportunities while preserving the 

integrity of diverse aquatic wildlife populations. 
• We value non-sport aquatic wildlife resources  
• Try to manage native populations in a manner that preserves and maximizes the native species 
• Develop partnerships wherever possible to expand our reach and scale to manage aquatic 

resources 

Environment 
• Embrace opportunities to improve habitats wherever possible and economic resources exist  
• We value stakeholder and partner input and experience to implement management and improve 

aquatic environments 
• We take our responsibilities and regulatory authority very seriously to protect aquatic resources 

and mitigate wherever possible adverse impacts 

People 
• Use social science to determine constituent needs and be responsive to their needs whenever 

scientifically sound.  
• Value accessibility to aquatic resources regardless of economic, physical or other status. 
• We will look to evaluate all future efforts with an eye toward being proactive in land acquisition 

and developing new recreational opportunities. 
• We place a great deal of value in the opinions, experience and education of other divisions and 

staff from across the Agency. 
• Promote an awareness of the great work that the Aquatic Wildlife Resources Division (and the 

Agency as a whole) brings to the Commonwealth and its citizens.  
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Human Resources Division 

Vision Statement 

In support of the Department of Wildlife Resources (DWR) mission to Conserve, Connect and Protect, 
it is human resources vision to support the agency in promoting the concept that our employees are 
our most valuable resource. We will act as a catalyst to enable all DWR employees to contribute at 
optimum levels toward the success of the agency. 

Mission Statement 

To develop and manage value-added human resources policies and programs, and provide expert 
consultation, services and solutions in an efficient and customer-focused manner; and to provide our 
employees with the tools necessary to meet our customers' needs. We are committed to the fair 
selection and development of our diverse workforce. 

Values 

HR will achieve our vision through the purposeful actions of our mission, by:  
• Ensuring that human resources division staff are given the tools, training and motivation to 

operate in the most efficient and effective manner.  
• Promoting and recruiting the best-qualified people, and recognizing and encouraging the value of 

diversity in the workplace.  
• Providing a competitive salary and benefits package and developing the full potential of our 

workforce by providing training and development for career enhancement.  
• Providing a work atmosphere that is safe, healthy and secure.  
• Establishing, administering and effectively communicating sound policies, procedures and 

practices that treat employees with dignity and equality while maintaining compliance with federal 
and state labor laws, Virginia Executive Orders, Department of Human Resource Management 
(DHRM) directives and DWR Executive Director directives.  
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Law Enforcement Division 

Vision Statement 

Professional Standards = Quality Public Service + Employer of Choice + Pursuit of Excellence 

Mission Statement 

The DWR Law Enforcement Division strives to:  
• Conserve our natural resources through working in concert with other agency divisions in 

accomplishing the Agency’s mission while providing responsive, coordinated services to the 
citizens of the Commonwealth in a professional and efficient manner; 

• Connect the citizens and visitors of the Commonwealth by providing education and outreach in an 
effort to gain voluntary compliance with and promote public understanding and support of the 
Commonwealth’s wildlife, fish and boat laws and regulations; and, 

• Protect those enjoying, recreating, or utilizing the outdoors from unsafe acts through the 
preservation of law and order and the enforcement of applicable criminal and regulatory laws in a 
fair and impartial manner. 

Core Values 

We have a two-part creed regarding professional standards. Virginia Conservation Police Officers and 
law enforcement staff are expected to perform public service guided by ethical core values. 
Supervisors and Managers are obligated to utilize best practices as their professional benchmark. 

Conservation Police Officers will:  
   • Act with integrity  
   • Render a high standard of public service  
   • Perform in a way that promotes trust in our profession  
   • Treat others impartially with dignity and respect  
   • Take responsibility for one’s actions 

Conservation Police Supervisors and Managers will:  
   • Create an inclusive, diverse and cohesive team environment to fulfill our agency mission  
   • Provide both the strategic direction and the necessary tools to be successful  
   • Follow accepted standards to measure our public service delivery system  
   • Employ proactive and collaborative efforts to enhance effectiveness and reduce risk  
   • Communicate and implement change in a positive and constructive manner 

Goals 

The Law Enforcement Division shall be guided by the principles put forth in the Mission Statement, 
Values Statement, and Code of Ethics. Specific Law Enforcement Division goals will include: 

1. Protect natural resources and the citizens and visitors of the Commonwealth. Law enforcement 
services will be based in the community and will be delivered by Conservation Police Officers who 
have an intimate knowledge of the people, natural resources, and cultures of that community. The 
Division will provide citizens easy access to Conservation Police Officers and responsiveness to 
enforcement, outdoor education, and wildlife management issues. 
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2. Instill confidence in the sound judgment and discretion of Division employees based upon clearly 
defined written directives and training standards. 

3. Identify, arrest, and assist in the prosecution of persons who commit crimes while promoting 
responsibility and accountability of the officers vested with the authority to enforce the laws of the 
Commonwealth. 

4. Create and maintain respect for and confidence in the Department of Wildlife Resources by 
developing and sustaining strong community partnerships. The members of the Division and the 
citizens within their communities must build relationships built on mutual respect, understanding 
and trust. This will result in a feeling of citizen security with the result that they support and assist the 
Department in its efforts. 

a) To further this goal The Office of Professional Standards (O.P.S) will maintain the Citizen 
Feedback program, established to track, respond and address commendations and complaints 
on officers as well as division performance. 

b) The Office of Professional Standards Advisory Council (O.P.S.A.C.) will provide guidance 
and recommendations to senior leadership utilizing the best practices of successful police 
operations. In addition, the Council will use acceptable standards to consistently measure our 
public service delivery system, and oversee a collaborative effort to address effectiveness issues 
and liability concerns, which require corrective action using agency staff and resources. 

5. Maximize, to the extent possible, the development and job satisfaction of division employees. This 
will enable the division to attract, retain and secure the commitment of diverse and qualified 
personnel, which is necessary to accomplish the division’s mission and goals. 

6. Record and analyze crime, accident and incident statistics on a continual basis for the purposes of a 
legal record, improved planning, and crime control.  

7. Meet or exceed the standards established by the Virginia Law Enforcement Professional Standards 
Commission (VLEPSC). 
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Outreach Division 

Vision Statement 

To inspire people to value wildlife and natural resources, and to promote participation in outdoor 
recreational opportunities. 

Mission Statement 

DWR’s Outreach Division strives to: 

• To inform, educate and engage the public about the DWR mission, natural resources and 
conservation practices;  

• To increase participation in boating, fishing, hunting, wildlife viewing, and related outdoor 
recreation through recruitment, retention and reactivation (R3); 

• To promote safety and ethics in connection with boating, fishing, hunting, wildlife viewing, and 
related outdoor recreation. 

Values 

• Serve the Public 
• Cultivate a diverse, open and collaborative environment 
• Build support and relevancy for support of the outdoors  
• Improve communications throughout DWR and the public 
• Provide timely and accurate information 
• Develop programs to connect people to the outdoors 
• Leverage technology to enhance awareness about DWR 
• Seek out varied solutions for sufficient and sustainable funding 

Goals 

o Demonstrate effective stewardship of VA ‘s fish, wildlife and habitats 
o Increase and diversify public participation in the use and appreciation of VA’S fish and wildlife 

resources 
o Diversify, expand and align funding with the work we do and the people we serve 
o Improve our operational efficiency and ability to monitor and communicate.  
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Planning and Finance Division 

Vision Statement 

To be seen by all as an essential division that contributes prominently to the overall Mission and 
Goals of the Department of Wildlife Resources through a consistent focus on diversity of ideas, 
financial stewardship, government best practices, strategic thinking, and technological innovation.  
  

Mission Statement 

• Conserve and perpetuate the financial resources of the department. 
• Connect the needs of DWR employees with the best opportunities and solutions from 

businesses and partner organizations of all types. 
• Protect the integrity, reliability, and utility of agency data and informational resources relating 

to customers, access areas, and wildlife species. 
• Actively support and guide DWR employees in financial transactions, technological 

advancements, infrastructure needs, process automation, and data analysis. 
• Inform, train, and engage DWR employees to ensure awareness, compliance, consistency, and 

transparency with policies, procedures, regulations, and other expectations. 
• Promote strategic planning and collaboration across divisions. 

  
Values 

• An open and inviting environment where our division’s support is considered helpful, 
dependable, responsible, and consistent. 

• A sustained appreciation for diversity of ideas, talents, and backgrounds. 
• A shared focus on efficiency, process improvement, and being proactive. 
• An organizational structure that promotes communication, empowerment, and professional 

development for all employees. 
• A consistent dedication to supporting the department’s conservation mission. 
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Terrestrial Wildlife Resources Division 

Vision Statement 

Champion all wildlife resources, habitats, and the benefits they provide. 

Mission Statement 

As changes and challenges occur across Virginia, the Division will enhance, restore, and conserve 
diverse, healthy, and sustainable wildlife populations and habitats for the benefit, enjoyment, and 
appreciation of all Virginians and visitors now and into the future while also managing human-
wildlife conflicts.   The Division will ensure that Virginians and visitors have opportunities to 
appreciate and understand the ecological, social, and economic benefits of wildlife as well as to pursue 
forms of wildlife-associated recreation that are compatible with and balance the needs of wildlife, 
their habitats, and the citizens of the Commonwealth. The Division will pursue ways to engage/
involve constituent groups with interests and values in wildlife, related outdoor recreation and the 
impacts thereof. 

Values 

Conservation: 
• We strive to manage and protect, in a comprehensive and sustainable manner, Virginia’s wildlife 

populations, the habitats they rely upon, and the varied human uses and benefits those species 
and habitat resources provide, grounded within the tenants of the North American Model of 
Wildlife Conservation. 

• Our management decisions are primarily informed by the best available scientific information, 
applied using best professional judgment. 

• We promote hunting, trapping, wildlife watching, boating and other wildlife-associated recreation. 
• We strive to be adaptable to changing public needs and providing new opportunities related to 

wildlife and their habitats that are consistent with the Division’s broader goals and mandates of 
managing and protecting Virginia’s wildlife and habitats.  

Culture: 
• We respect the different views of our employees, our partners, our various stakeholders and 

citizens of the Commonwealth. 
• We strive to create a safe, supportive work environment in which employees can be innovative, 

make effective contributions, and grow professionally. 
• We hold ourselves to the highest ethical and professional standards, fostering a culture of respect, 

fairness, accountability, and transparency. 
• We strive to operate in a financially responsible and accountable manner as effective stewards of 

our financial resources while fulfilling our mission to manage and protect Virginia’s wildlife, their 
habitats, and the varied uses they support. 

Stakeholder Engagement and Relationships: 
• It is a privilege and responsibility to serve the public by managing wildlife populations and the 

habitats that support them; we work to deliver more than is expected. 
• We value and facilitate an informed and engaged public that understands its shared role in the 

conservation, management, and protection of Virginia’s wildlife and habitats.    
• We value partnerships and recognize the importance of them for effective wildlife conservation. 
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V. Next Steps: From Vision to Results  

Next steps will be to circulate the approved Vision Document internally and externally.  This will 
include sharing the ideals represented (in this Document) as part of our regular communications and 
updates with partners (through for example the newly defined Agency Advisory Board), other state 
agencies, state and Federal legislators, customers, constituents and the general public.  This will 
provide opportunities for the department to not only be clear in our future direction as a state fish and 
wildlife agency, but also solicit input on areas where changes or updates, or opportunities to partner, 
are realized.  Through this process, DWR would expect the following: 

1. Develop a performance (evidence) based review process for Operating Budget, Formal Plans, and 
Vision Document.  

2. Develop an Operational Plans to implement the Vision Document following its adoption. 
3. Identify areas where DWR and others can work in partnership;     
4. Adopt some of if not all of the Recommendations from the Team WILD Report to encourage and 

adopt more strategic thinking, with a focus on employee training, budget integration, and 
consistent oversight; 

5. Adoption of Goal-based Performance Measures (previously recommended by Team WILD); 
6. Development of more Step-Down, Regional, and other Operational or Business Plans to support 

the goals and performance measures with specific strategies and tactics;  
7. Further expansion of ideas and priorities from Board Retreat efforts. 

VI. Conclusion 

This Vision Document represents the first step in DWR communicating our strategic direction, and 
allows us to assert our strategic thinking and vision set process for our various programs and major 
goals that will guide operations and funding decisions for the next three to five years. This overall 
effort is intended to lead to the ultimate end outcome of conserving fish and wildlife resources to the 
fullest extent, connecting more, and more diverse, citizens of and visitors to Virginia to the outdoors, 
and protecting threatened or endangered species as well as all those recreating in the outdoors.  



STAFF SUGGESTED PRIORITY TOPICS 
Execu4ve Director: 

1. Iden4fy and implement ac4ons to advance employee morale.  
2. Engage in regional/na4onal associa4ons and the like on efforts that would be beneficial to 

Virginia’s resources, the agency, and the agency’s standing among its peers.  

3. Hire a second Deputy Director for the agency. 

4. Con4nue progress on follow up items from JLARC study of the agency.  

Diversity and Inclusion  
1. Complete the agency’s Diversity and Inclusion Plan.  
2. Develop an internship program to help forward Diversity and Inclusion goals.  

Law: 
1. Finalize and implement a CPO Career Progression Program. 
2. Implement a Leadership Development Con4nuum to promote staff development.  

3. Schedule an on-site assessment and meet or exceed VLEPSC Accredita4on Standards.  

4. Hire the legal assistance/compliance posi4on proposed for the Law Division.  

Wildlife: 
1. Iden4fy and implement dis4nct ac4ons to further enable the agency’s nongame species efforts 

(both Wildlife and Aqua4cs).  
2. Place a priority upon comba4ng the spread of Chronic Was4ng Disease in Virginia and iden4fy 

and implement ac4ons helpful to this cause.  

Aqua4cs: 
1. Further enable the Human Dimensions office within the Aqua4cs Division for the benefit of that 

division and the en4re agency.  
2. Highlight opportuni4es for recrea4onal fishing in urban or developed areas to reach new 

audiences and augment the agency’s diversity and inclusion efforts.  

Outreach:  
1. Finalize and begin implementa4on of the Wildlife Viewing Plan. 
2. Iden4fy and implement efforts to con4nue to improve Customer Service opportuni4es, including 

a “chat room” feature on the Department website.  

Planning and Finance 
1. Gain Board adop4on of the draa Vision Document and enable its opera4onaliza4on. 
2. Introduce new technologies, innova4ons, and efficiencies as employee work tools for changing 

office environments both during and post-pandemic. 

3. Assist in crea4ng a new message that promotes the economic impact of hun4ng, fishing, 
boa4ng, and wildlife watching. 

4. Place a focus upon priority based budge4ng and implement necessary ac4ons forwarding this. 

Human Resources 
1. Develop and implement agency-wide employee recogni4on and development ini4a4ves and 

opportuni4es. 
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Virginia Wildlife Viewing Plan 
2021 - 2031
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Goal 1:   
Connect diverse segments of the public to wildlife 

and wildlife viewing in Virginia 

Increase participation in wildlife viewing by underrepresented 
groups and youth and families; supporting viewers with little or no 
experience so they form enduring connections to wildlife and 
viewing; and connecting other outdoor recreation groups, such as 
paddlers and campers, to wildlife viewing. 
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Objectives: 

• Increase participation by underrepresented gender, ethno-racial, and socio-economic groups 
in wildlife viewing events, programs, and activities led by DWR and partners. 

•  Increase engagement of urban populations in activities that connect people to wildlife and 
wildlife viewing. 

• Increase awareness of wildlife and opportunities for participating in wildlife viewing among 
youth and families.  

• Develop resources to help viewers with little or no experience progress from initial awareness 
of recreational opportunities to continued participation and identification as a wildlife viewer.  

• Raise awareness of wildlife viewing among groups that participate in other forms of outdoor 
recreation, in order to enrich their outdoor experience and introduce a new and related 
activity. 
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Strategies: 
• Expand access to and awareness of locations for wildlife viewing in and near urban areas.  
• Develop and promote programs and activities that support wildlife viewing in urban areas.  
• Develop communications materials that foster positive engagement between human communities and 

wildlife in urban areas.  
• Develop educational materials targeting families, with an emphasis on wildlife viewing, conservation of 

natural resources, and outdoor activities.  
• Create and aid the development of activities that can be used or distributed by schools, partner 

organizations, libraries, and others to encourage wildlife viewing.  
• Incorporate additional focus on Virginia’s wildlife and ways to get involved in wildlife viewing and 

conservation into current agency-sponsored school programs.  
• Offer agency programs that engage youth and families in wildlife viewing and habitat conservation.  
• Create introductory resources, activities, and programs to help new and inexperienced wildlife viewers 

get started.  
• Feature viewers with a variety of specialization levels in DWR media and communications.  
• Connect beginner viewers with partner organizations that can foster continued participation in wildlife 

viewing through viewing opportunities and social support.  
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Goal 2: 
 Provide a variety of wildlife viewing opportunities accessible 

to all in the Commonwealth 

Increase opportunities for viewers to experience wildlife at 
destinations across the state and close to home. 
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Objectives: 

Encourage increased wildlife viewing on agency lands and waters through habitat 
management and communications about these properties.  

Increase use of Virginia Bird and Wildlife Trail sites for wildlife viewing 
activities. 

Increase access to wildlife viewing opportunities at or close to home.  
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Strategies: 
• Continue to conduct holistic habitat management on DWR properties that supports opportunities for wildlife viewing and 

is consistent with the DWR Wildlife Action Plan.  
• Develop communications that clarify the purpose of agency properties, the methods used to manage them, and the ability 

of these lands and waters to support multiple forms of wildlife recreation.  
• Create simple, user-friendly communications and interpretation materials about wildlife viewing opportunities on various 

DWR properties, specific rules and restrictions for each property, amenities and accessibility, and appropriate safety 
information.  

• Ensure on-site signage is effective, with accurate, up-to-date information about access and clearly marked entry points and 
parking areas.  

• Expand promotion of the VBWT to improve awareness and understanding of the VBWT among wildlife viewers.  
• Strengthen relationships with the owners or managers of VBWT sites and trail users to ensure the continued accessibility of 

these sites for wildlife viewing and to promote opportunities for public engagement in wildlife viewing, habitat 
management, or other activities on VBWT sites.  

• Expand partnerships with counties, friend groups, wildlife viewing organizations, and other volunteers to support routine 
maintenance and reporting on VBWT sites.  

• Increase the accessibility of VBWT sites, including DWR properties, for viewers with physical disabilities.  
• Ensure that DWR’s Habitat for Wildlife resources are easily accessible, up-to-date, and widely promoted and distributed.  
• Create and promote DWR resources, programs, and events that support wildlife viewing at or close to home.  
• Increase promotion of wildlife viewing opportunities external to the agency that viewers can participate in from or close to 

home.  
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Seek to maximize the connection between wildlife viewing and 
wildlife and habitat conservation by increasing opportunities for 
viewers to directly perform conservation activities and cultivating a 
culture of responsible wildlife viewing in the Commonwealth. 

Goal 3:  
Promote wildlife and habitat conservation through  

wildlife viewing 
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Objectives: 

• Increase volunteer engagement by connecting wildlife viewers to conservation 
opportunities.  

• Foster a culture of responsible wildlife viewing.  
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Strategies: 
• Develop resources that communicate avenues for wildlife viewers to engage in volunteer 

conservation activities, such as citizen science, habitat stewardship, outreach, and advocacy.  
• Provide opportunities for volunteers to assist with habitat stewardship on DWR lands to 

accomplish management goals.  
• Develop and promote citizen science projects that are aligned with DWR’s management and 

conservation goals, and mechanisms for incorporating data generated by citizen scientists in DWR 
decision-making processes.  

• Work with partner organizations to create and coordinate volunteer opportunities for wildlife 
viewers and to recruit volunteers.  

• Implement best practices across volunteer programs to promote volunteer satisfaction and 
retention.  

• Develop pathways for volunteers to transition between  
• Emphasize responsible wildlife viewing, including stewardship, ethics, and safety, in new and 

existing DWR communication materials, signage, and programs.  
• Work with partner organizations to incorporate stewardship, ethics, and safety into new and 

existing programs and events.  
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Increase viewers’ awareness of DWR and its relevance to their 
activities; promote two-way dialogue and trust between viewers 
and the agency; and increase financial connections between wildlife 
viewers and DWR’s conservation work. 

Goal 4:  
Connect broader constituencies to the Virginia Department of 

Wildlife Resources through wildlife viewing 
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Objectives:  

• Increase awareness of the scope of DWR's mission and its relevance to 
wildlife viewing.  

• Increase dialogue and recognition between the agency and wildlife viewers 
to cultivate improved relationships.  

• Increase monetary contributions of wildlife viewers to support DWR's 
work with wildlife and habitat conservation.  
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Strategies: 
• Develop a communication strategy to share the DWR mission, the role of DWR in conservation 

and outdoor recreation, and the agency’s commitment to diverse constituencies, including wildlife 
viewers.  

• Sponsor, participate in, and organize events (virtual and in-person) that generate interest in 
wildlife viewing and engage the public with DWR staff and programs.  

• Train DWR staff about the importance of wildlife viewing to DWR’s mission, agency programs that 
support wildlife viewing, and ways in which viewers support the agency.  

• Establish and communicate mechanisms through which wildlife viewers can provide input to the 
agency.  

• Expand the scope of the Executive Director’s advisory group to include regular communication 
and opportunities for feedback on issues relevant to wildlife viewing organizations.  

• Highlight the relevance of DWR’s work to wildlife viewers through content published in partner 
and DWR communication channels.  

• Train agency volunteers to become “ambassadors” that can serve as a conduit for communication 
between DWR and the wildlife viewing community.  

• Foster ongoing engagement with agency volunteers and recognition of their contributions.  
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About the Contributors to the Plan 
The Virginia Wildlife Viewing Plan is the culmination of a 3.5-year collaborative effort between the 
Virginia Department of Wildlife Resources (DWR) and Virginia Tech’s Department of Fish and Wildlife 
Conservation. Brian Moyer (Deputy Director, Outreach Division, DWR) served as the agency’s project 
leader. Dr. Ashley Dayer (Assistant Professor and Principal Investigator for this project), Dr. Jessica 
Barnes (Research Scientist), and Dr. Ashley Peele (Research Scientist) led the complementary study 
effort to inform this plan, facilitated the process to develop the content of this plan, and coordinated its 
writing. They oversaw the data collection and analysis efforts of Graduate Research Assistant Bennett 
Grooms, Research Technician Jonathan Rutter, and Undergraduate Research Assistant Elizabeth Tsang. 
Research Technician Jillian Everly also contributed to survey data entry. Additionally, Brian Moyer 
(DWR), Jessica Ruthenberg (DWR), Meagan Thomas (DWR), Jeff Trollinger (DWR), Sergio Harding (DWR), 
Becky Gwynn (DWR), Marc Puckett (DWR), Steve Living (DWR), and Michelle Prysby (Virginia Master 
Naturalists) contributed to the writing of this plan. A Technical Advisory Committee of DWR employees 
from across Virginia and representing a variety of divisions within the agency (see Appendix A for 
members) worked with a Stakeholder Advisory Committee representing wildlife and outdoor 
organizations, agencies, and sectors from Virginia (see Appendix A for members) to develop content for 
the plan.  
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Wildlife viewing, defined as intentionally observing, feeding, or photographing wildlife, is one of the 
most popular outdoor recreation activities in the United States. The 2016 National Survey of Hunting, 
Fishing, and Wildlife-Associated Recreation reported that there are approximately 86 million wildlife 
viewers aged 16 or older in the U.S. ‒ more than one-third of the adult population ‒ and participation in 
wildlife viewing has been increasing since the mid-1990s (USDOI et al. 2016). Consistent with national 
trends, in 2016, about 35% of Virginia’s population viewed wildlife, amounting to 2.1 million wildlife 
viewers in the state (Rockville Institute, 2020). A growing body of literature shows that wildlife viewers 
contribute to habitat and wildlife conservation financially, politically, and through participation in other 
conservation activities (Cooper et al., 2015; Hvenegaard, 2002; McFarlane & Boxall, 1996). In 2016, 
Virginia wildlife viewers spent over $3.2 billion for their wildlife viewing activities, both in and out of 
state, on equipment purchases, membership dues and contributions, and trip-related expenses, 
including food and lodging, transportation, and access fees for public and private lands (Rockville 
Institute, 2020). Beyond its direct conservation potential, wildlife viewing is also a means of connecting 
more people to nature (Kellert et al., 2017).  
 
Wildlife viewers, as a substantial and growing proportion of the U. S. public, are thus a critical 
constituency for wildlife agencies, especially given stable or declining rates of participation in hunting 
and angling and associated revenues over the past decade (Dunfee et al., 2019). In 2017, the Virginia 
Department of Wildlife Resources (DWR) became the first state to include wildlife viewing as a distinct 
recreation activity in its Recruitment, Retention, and Reactivation (hereafter, R3) Plan, which is part of 
the nationwide R3 initiative to align the operations of wildlife agencies with an overall objective of 
increasing public engagement in outdoor recreation. This inclusion of viewers reflects the DWR’s forty-
year history of working to support participation in wildlife viewing and conserve viewable, nongame 
species. This work began slowly, with origins in scientific projects focused on single wildlife species, and 
has evolved today to include comprehensive habitat management on agency lands that provides 
opportunities for wildlife viewing; targeted research and conservation of viewable, nongame wildlife; 
promotion of and structural support for nature tourism; informal and formal wildlife and habitat 
education; and programming to support safe viewing experiences and prevent human-wildlife conflict. 
Still, an analysis conducted by agency staff and stakeholders at an R3 workshop in August 2017 
identified limited outreach and engagement with wildlife viewers and a perception that the agency is 
not an advocate for these constituents as threats to the DWR’s ability to achieve its R3 objectives and 
overall mission (DWR, n.d.). To improve engagement, understanding, and mutual support between 
wildlife viewers and the DWR, in 2018 agency staff collaborated with Virginia Tech to initiate human 
dimensions research and a participatory planning process designed to help the agency better serve 
Virginia’s many and diverse wildlife viewers.  
 
This Wildlife Viewing Plan is the first comprehensive plan for engaging with and supporting wildlife 
viewers developed for the DWR. It was co-produced by an 18-member Technical Advisory Committee 
(TAC), composed of DWR staff, and a 20-member Stakeholder Advisory Committee (SAC), composed of 
individuals and organizational representatives with experience and interest in wildlife viewing in 
Virginia. The SAC and TAC met in person and virtually to identify issues related to wildlife viewing in 
Virginia; develop a values statement and broad goals for the plan; strategically consider the internal and 
external conditions that may shape the DWR’s success in supporting wildlife viewing; discuss general 
directions for objectives and strategies under each plan goal; and brainstorm specific tactics the DWR 
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could employ to increase participation in wildlife viewing and conservation and engagement between 
wildlife viewers and the agency. The resulting plan provides direction and priorities to orient the DWR’s 
efforts related to wildlife viewing through 2031, but relies on the experience and expertise of agency 
staff and partners to define and implement specific tactics that will fulfill the values and achieve the 
goals outlined here for wildlife viewing in Virginia. In addition to providing standalone guidance, this 
plan provides a basis for the development of an operational R3 plan for wildlife viewing. 
 
Wildlife Recreation Study 
In concert with the planning process for this Wildlife Viewing Plan, the DWR contracted with researchers 
at Virginia Tech to conduct human dimensions research on the behaviors and interests of the growing 
number and diversity of wildlife recreationists (including birders, other wildlife viewers, hunters, and 
anglers) throughout the Commonwealth of Virginia. This mixed-methods study consisted of focus groups 
(Grooms et al. 2019); a survey distributed to a random sample of Virginia residents and to recreationists 
currently connected to DWR through license sales, agency communications, or citizen science (Grooms 
et al. 2020); and a web-based analysis of wildlife viewing organizations in the state (Tsang et al. in 
review). Results from each phase of the Wildlife Recreation Study were presented to the SAC and TAC 
during planning meetings, in order to support the development of data-driven goals, objectives, and 
strategies for this Wildlife Viewing Plan. Initial focus groups with wildlife recreationists provided rich and 
detailed insight into the recreation and conservation experiences of hunters, anglers, birders, and other 
wildlife viewers in their own words. Subsequent surveys produced more generalizable findings that were 
used to understand the wildlife viewing community as a whole and how wildlife viewing intersects with 
other kinds of wildlife recreation. Finally, a web-based stakeholder analysis provided information about 
the breadth of organizations and agencies that support wildlife viewing in Virginia and the resources and 
activities they provide. This analysis infused the planning process for this Wildlife Viewing Plan with 
information about the priorities of the many wildlife viewing organizations that were not represented 
on the SAC. 
 
Values, Goals, Objectives, and Strategies 
The SAC and TAC for the Wildlife Viewing Plan developed a set of values, goals, and objectives to guide 
the DWR’s efforts related to wildlife viewing for the next 10 years. The Values Statement for the Wildlife 
Viewing Plan emphasizes the importance of wildlife and their habitats; the fundamental relationship 
between wildlife-related recreation and wildlife conservation; the shared privilege and stewardship 
responsibility inherent in the governance of Virginia’s natural resources as a public trust; and the need 
for wildlife organizations and agencies to work cooperatively to expand exposure to and experience with 
the unique and diverse wildlife of Virginia. It further holds that wildlife viewing opportunities in Virginia 
should be connected to wildlife conservation; biologically, socially, and financially sustainable; 
abundant, diverse, and accessible for all people in the Commonwealth; and adapted over time, based on 
the best available science.  
 
The following goals build from the principles contained in the Values Statement and capture overarching 
ideas about what DWR should strive to accomplish related to wildlife viewing. In the plan, each goal is 
accompanied by multiple objectives (more specific targets that will contribute to the realization of plan 
goals) and strategies (a suite of methods the agency might use to achieve the plan’s objectives). 

 
Goal 1: Connect diverse segments of the public to wildlife and wildlife viewing in Virginia 
Engaging diverse communities has been a challenge for fish and wildlife agencies across the country, but 
it is essential for fulfilling agency directives to govern wildlife resources as a trust for all members of the 
public (Dunfee et al., 2019). Additionally, expanding participation in wildlife viewing can directly advance 
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conservation, given the contributions wildlife viewers make to the scientific knowledge of wildlife 
populations (McKinley et al., 2017) and their participation in activities, from land stewardship to 
advocacy, that support wildlife and habitats (Cooper et al., 2015). Goal 1 of the Wildlife Viewing Plan 
thus focuses on connecting diverse segments of the public to wildlife and wildlife viewing. Associated 
objectives include increasing participation in wildlife viewing among underrepresented gender, ethno-
racial, and socio-economic groups; providing opportunities that promote positive engagement between 
urban communities and wildlife; fostering an appreciation for wildlife and participation in wildlife 
viewing among youth and families; supporting viewers with little or no experience so they form 
enduring connections to wildlife and viewing; and connecting other outdoor recreation groups, such as 
paddlers and campers, to wildlife viewing.  
 
Goal 2: Provide a variety of wildlife viewing opportunities accessible to all in the Commonwealth 
Results from the Wildlife Recreation Survey indicated that wildlife viewers feel DWR can better serve 
them by providing more access to locations for viewing birds and other wildlife and more information 
about the locations, such as Wildlife Management Areas and the Virginia Bird and Wildlife Trail, that are 
already available (Grooms et al., 2020). Goal 2 of the Wildlife Viewing Plan is oriented towards 
increasing opportunities for viewers to experience wildlife at destinations across the state and close to 
home.  
 
Goal 3: Promote wildlife and habitat conservation through wildlife viewing 
Fish and wildlife agencies face sometimes competing directives to both connect people to wildlife and 
conserve natural resources in light of human impacts on species and habitats. The capacity of wildlife 
viewers and other recreationists outside of hunting and angling communities to advance wildlife 
conservation is central to the imperative for fish and wildlife agencies to meaningfully engage with these 
constituencies (Dunfee et al., 2019). Goal 3 of the Wildlife Viewing Plan seeks to maximize the 
connection between wildlife viewing and wildlife and habitat conservation by increasing opportunities 
for viewers to directly perform conservation activities and by cultivating a culture of responsible wildlife 
viewing in the Commonwealth. 
 
Goal 4: Connect broader constituencies to the Virginia Department of Wildlife Resources through 
wildlife viewing 
The explicit inclusion of wildlife viewing in DWR’s updated mission and R3 planning are evidence of 
increasing support within the agency for engaging with wildlife viewers as key constituents. However, 
more actively engaging with and prioritizing the needs of wildlife viewers as stakeholders may present 
challenges to existing agency culture and structure. The final goal of the plan focuses specifically on 
fostering mutual understanding and support between wildlife viewers and DWR. Objectives under this 
goal aim to increase viewers’ awareness of DWR and its relevance to their activities; promote two-way 
dialogue and trust between viewers and the agency; and increase financial connections between wildlife 
viewers and DWR’s conservation work.  
 
Implementation and Evaluation 
Successful implementation of this Wildlife Viewing Plan over the next 10 years relies on coordination 
and cooperation across agency divisions and ongoing attention to the staffing and financial resources 
needed to implement plan strategies, achieve plan objectives, and realize the plan goals of promoting 
broader participation in wildlife viewing and more meaningful engagement between wildlife viewers 
and the DWR. The final section of this document outlines which agency divisions, and, in some cases 
programs, will be central to the implementation of each of the strategies outlined in this plan and a 
possible framework for tracking incremental progress towards the plan’s ambitious goals.   
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PART I: Introduction to the Wildlife Viewing Plan 
 

 

ABOUT THE VIRGINIA DWR 

The Virginia Department of Wildlife Resources (DWR) is guided by a mission to conserve and manage 
wildlife populations and habitat for the benefit of present and future generations; connect people to 
Virginia’s outdoors through boating, education, fishing, hunting, trapping, wildlife viewing, and other 
wildlife-related activities; and protect people and property by promoting safe outdoor experiences and 
managing human-wildlife conflicts (DWR, 2020). This mission statement was approved by the agency’s 
Governor-appointed Board of Directors in 2016 to clarify the DWR’s mandate to manage Virginia's 
wildlife resources, as embodied in the Code of Virginia. The Virginia General Assembly has charged the 
Board and DWR with species management (§29.1-103), public education (§29.1-109), law enforcement 
(§29.1-109), and regulations (§29.1-501) related to the state’s wildlife. To fulfill its mission, the DWR has 
more specific goals to manage wildlife populations and habitats to meet the balanced needs among 
diverse human communities; recruit, retain, and re-engage people who enjoy wildlife and boating 
activities; and promote people’s awareness and appreciation of their role in wildlife conservation. 
Formerly named the Virginia Department of Game and Inland Fisheries, as of July 1, 2020, the agency 
was renamed the Department of Wildlife Resources, in order to reflect the wide range of its 
responsibilities and to clarify that its efforts are relevant to all Virginians interested in wildlife and the 
outdoors. 
 
In support of its mission, the agency has implemented a Recruitment, Retention, and Reactivation 
(hereafter, R3) initiative intended to align agency operations with an overall objective of increasing 
public engagement with Virginia’s outdoors through hunting, fishing, recreational shooting, boating, and 
wildlife viewing. The DWR’s relationships with hunters, anglers, and boaters are long-standing, rooted in 
both agency management of opportunities for hunting, fishing, and boating and the contributions these 
activities make to the agency through license purchases and excise taxes. Relationships between the 
DWR and the estimated 2.1 million wildlife viewers in Virginia (USDOI, 2016) are substantially newer and 
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less established. An analysis conducted by agency staff and stakeholders at an R3 workshop in August 
2017 identified limited outreach and engagement with wildlife viewers and a perception that the agency 
is not an advocate for these constituents as threats to the DWR’s ability to achieve its R3 objectives and 
overall mission (DWR, n.d.). To improve engagement, understanding, and support between wildlife 
viewers and the agency, in 2018, DWR staff initiated human dimensions research and a participatory 
planning process designed to help the agency better serve Virginia’s many and diverse wildlife viewers. 
This Wildlife Viewing Plan (hereafter, the plan) is a product of those efforts.  
 
 
ABOUT THE VIRGINIA DWR WILDLIFE VIEWING PLAN  

This Wildlife Viewing Plan is the first comprehensive plan for engaging with and supporting wildlife 
viewers developed for the DWR. It includes a value statement, broad goals, and specific objectives to 
orient the DWR’s efforts related to wildlife viewing through 2031. The plan is not an operational plan, in 
that it does not prescribe specific actions to be taken by the agency. Rather, it is a strategic plan that 
provides the agency with direction and priorities and then relies on the experience and expertise of 
agency staff and partners to define and implement specific strategies and tactics that will fulfill the 
values and achieve the goals outlined here for wildlife viewing in Virginia. In addition to providing 
standalone guidance, this plan provides a basis for the development of an operational R3 plan for 
wildlife viewing. 
 
How the Plan was Developed 
DWR initiated a multi-faceted process to develop this Wildlife Viewing Plan that included a participatory 
planning process and a three-part study of wildlife recreationists. Consistent with its mission “to serve 
the needs of the Commonwealth,” the DWR uses stakeholder engagement to ensure that agency 
activities are informed by public interests. In addition to broad public engagement through public 
meetings and public comment periods on new regulations, since 1999 the DWR has worked with 
researchers at Virginia Tech to assemble a Stakeholder Advisory Committee (SAC) for many new 
management plans developed by the agency. These SACs represent a cross-section of Virginians with 
diverse interests in the various natural resources covered by these plans. In each case, the SAC has been 
responsible for establishing the values and broad goals that undergird the management plan, while a 
team of agency professionals, or Technical Advisory Committee (TAC), has been responsible for 
developing specific objectives and management strategies based on those goals (Lafon, 2004). 
Researchers from Virginia Tech have been involved in designing, facilitating, and evaluating the 
engagement process and in editing and formatting final plans. Beginning with the first Deer 
Management Plan in 1999, this process has now been implemented for the management of populations 
of white-tailed deer, elk, wild turkey, black bear, and stocked trout. It has also been used to consider 
agency approaches to hound hunting, and now, efforts to support wildlife viewing.  
 
This Wildlife Viewing Plan was jointly developed by an 18-member Technical Advisory Committee (TAC), 
composed of DWR staff, and a 20-member Stakeholder Advisory Committee (SAC), composed of 
individuals and organizational representatives with experience and interest in wildlife viewing in Virginia 
(Appendix A). The SAC and TAC met in person twice in 2019 to identify issues related to wildlife viewing 
in Virginia and to develop the values statement and goals for the plan (see Part V). Due to the COVID-19 
pandemic, the planning process was transitioned to a web-based format between March and July 2020. 
The SAC and TAC met in a series of six web-meetings to first, affirm the values statement and goals of 
the Wildlife Viewing Plan, and then, discuss general directions and specific ideas for objectives and 
strategies under each plan goal. In the course of the planning process, the SAC and TAC conducted an 
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analysis of the conditions that may shape the success of the plan, referred to as a SWOT analysis, to 
reflect strategic consideration of internal strengths and weaknesses, and external opportunities and 
threats. This process was similarly used in the development of DWR’s R3 plan, which recommends that a 
SWOT analysis be conducted for each R3 activity, including wildlife viewing (DWR, n.d.).  
 
Individuals from the TAC and the Virginia Tech team worked with content from these joint meetings to 
write the objectives and strategies and a complete Wildlife Viewing Plan. The rich and innovative ideas 
that emerged from the planning meetings for specific, actionable steps DWR could take to increase 
participation in wildlife viewing and conservation and engagement between wildlife viewers and the 
agency were organized into a list of potential tactics (Appendix B). The plan document was reviewed 
and revised by the full SAC and TAC in October 2020, and then posted online for public comment from 
[dates]. Written and electronic public comments (Appendix C) were considered in a final plan revision. 
The plan was then presented to, and endorsed by, the DWR Board of Directors on [date]. 
 
For many DWR plans, this participatory planning process has been combined with survey research 
and/or focus groups to generate broader understanding of public behavior and interests and to inform 
plan goals, objectives, and strategies. The planning process for this Wildlife Viewing Plan occurred in 
concert with an agency-supported wildlife recreation study (see Part IV), consisting of focus groups 
(Grooms et al. 2019), a web-based stakeholder analysis (Tsang et al. in review), and a survey distributed 
to a random sample of Virginia residents and to recreationists currently connected to DWR through 
license sales, agency communications, or citizen science (Grooms et al. 2020). These research activities 
were approved by and conducted in compliance with the requirements of the Virginia Tech Institutional 
Review Board (Protocol #17-754). Data collected through this research were shared by the Virginia Tech 
team during combined SAC and TAC planning meetings to facilitate the development of data-driven 
goals, objectives, and strategies for the plan. Results from each component of the study are described in 
detail in the reports cited above; they are also integrated into this planning document, where relevant.  

 
Interim Changes to the Plan  
This Plan was developed to reflect enduring values related to wildlife viewing in Virginia, and is based on 
conversations that specifically anticipated future conditions internal and external to the agency that 
might shape the success of this Plan. It is thus expected that this plan will provide relevant guidance and 
priorities for engagement between DWR and wildlife viewers through 2031. However, like other DWR 
management plans, this plan is intended to be a dynamic and flexible tool which remains responsive to 
changing social, environmental, technical, and administrative conditions. This plan is also intended to be 
accompanied by ongoing assessment of progress towards plan goals (see Part VI), and it is expected that 
the data generated from evaluation will be integrated into future plan implementation and updates. 
Thus, specific objectives and strategies may be added, deleted, or amended by DWR as new 
circumstances demand. Recognizing the importance of adaptive changes in management approaches, 
the SAC endorsed this flexibility in updating objectives and strategies before 2031. DWR staff will submit 
changes to plan goals to the SAC for review before implementing changes, and updates will be provided 
as addenda to the Plan on the agency website. 
 
Plan Format 
The following sections of this Wildlife Viewing Plan summarize the current state of wildlife viewing in 
Virginia and provide the agency with guidance on supporting wildlife viewing activities in the future. 
Part II presents background information on trends in wildlife viewing across the United States and 
within Virginia, drawn from national-level surveys of outdoor recreationists. Part III provides an 
overview of the ways in which DWR is connected to wildlife viewers across the state through funding 
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streams, programs, services, and resources. Part IV summarizes the three components of the Wildlife 
Recreation Study conducted to inform the plan. Part V contains values, goals, objectives, and strategies 
co-produced by agency staff and stakeholders to orient DWR’s engagement with wildlife viewers for the 
next 10 years. The plan concludes with Part VI, which provides an approach to implementation and 
evaluation of the goals, objectives, and strategies of the Wildlife Viewing Plan. Appendices to the plan 
contain a list of SAC and TAC members; suggested tactics for implementation of plan strategies; and a 
record of public comments submitted in response to the draft Wildlife Viewing Plan.   
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PART II: Wildlife Viewing in the U.S. and Virginia 
 
 

 
WILDLIFE VIEWING IN THE U.S.  

Defining wildlife viewing 
Wildlife viewing, or wildlife watching, is one of the most popular outdoor recreation activities in the 
United States. This Wildlife Viewing Plan considers anyone who intentionally observes, photographs, 
feeds, or collects data about wildlife to be a “wildlife viewer,” with “wildlife” referring to all animals that 
live in natural or wild environments, including in urban and semi-urban spaces. This definition is an 
adaptation of the definition of “wildlife watcher” used by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) in 
the National Survey of Fishing, Hunting, and Wildlife-Associated Recreation (hereafter, National Survey) 
to explicitly include data collection as a wildlife viewing activity. The National Survey defines “wildlife 
watchers” as people who observe, feed, or photograph wildlife, and considers both away-from-home 
viewing (traveling at least 1 mile from home for the primary purpose of participating in these activities) 
and at-home viewing (taking a special interest in wildlife within 1 mile of home) (USDOI et al. 2016).  

 
National-level trends in wildlife viewing 
The 2016 National Survey reported that there are approximately 86 million wildlife watchers aged 16 or 
older in the U.S. ‒ more than one-third of the adult population (USDOI et al. 2016). Other recent surveys 
have put the number of U.S. wildlife viewers as low as 21 million, though only away-from-home viewing 
was considered (Outdoor Foundation 2019), and as high as 190 million, without intentionality taken into 
account (Bowker et al. 2012). The total number of wildlife viewers in the U.S. has been increasing since 
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the mid-1990s (Cordell et al. 2008; USDOI et al. 2016). The USFWS reported 14.3 million additional 
viewers between 2011 and 2016, increasing the national participation rate from 30 to 34%. This increase 
comes primarily from a rise in around-the-home wildlife viewing (USDOI et al., 2016), while away-from-
home wildlife viewing rates have remained stable (Outdoor Foundation, 2019; USDOI et al., 2016).  
 

 
 
In contrast to viewing, hunting rates declined (Cordell et al., 2008; USDOI et al., 2016), or at least 
remained stable (Outdoor Foundation, 2019), during this time period. Today, there are 11.5 million 
hunters in the U.S., compared to 14.1 million in 1996 (USDOI et al., 2016); the total number of hunting 
days per year has similarly declined (Mockrin, Aiken, & Flather, 2012). Rates of participation in angling in 
the U.S. consistently fall between those of viewing and hunting, and appear to be mostly stable over 
time (Cordell et al., 2008; Outdoor Foundation, 2019; USDOI et al., 2016). Considering demographic, 
economic, climatic, and land use changes, the US Forest Service projects a decline in participation rates 
for hunting and angling over the next four decades (Bowker et al. 2012). Wildlife viewing, conversely, is 
predicted to maintain its high participation rate even as the US population expands (Bowker et al. 2012). 
 
Demographic patterns in wildlife viewing 
The demographic composition of the U.S. outdoor recreation community differs from that of the U.S. 
public, with patterns varying by type of activity (Cordell, 2012; Outdoor Foundation, 2019; USDOI et al., 
2016). Among wildlife viewers in particular, Black, Indigenous, and people of color (BIPOC; also referred 
to as ethno-racial minority groups), urban residents, young people, and low-income people are all 
underrepresented at the national level (Lee & Scott, 2011; USDOI et al., 2016). The most widely-cited 
explanations for the underrepresentation of BIPOC in outdoor recreation include socioeconomic 
disadvantage (e.g. Solop et al., 2003), cultural differences (e.g. Krymkowski et al., 2014), language 
barriers (e.g. Fernandez, Shinew, & Stodolska, 2015), and experiences with discrimination (e.g. 
Krymkowski et al., 2014). In the context of birding, Robinson (2005) also posits that underrepresentation 
of BIPOC may be self-perpetuating within social networks; individuals are unlikely to begin birding if they 
are not introduced to the activity by someone they know, and they are then unlikely to introduce others 
to it. Meanwhile, factors including user fees for visiting outdoor areas may limit recreation participation 
for low-income individuals (More & Stevens, 2000). Importantly, constraints to participation in wildlife 
watching are compounded among people who belong to multiple underrepresented groups, for 
example, Black people in urban areas or Hispanic young adults without a college education (Lee & Scott, 
2011). 
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In contrast to other forms of wildlife-associated recreation, particularly hunting and fishing, the gender 
distribution among wildlife viewers has historically been evenly divided between men and women 
(USDOI et al., 2006; Moore et al., 2008). However, the National Survey reported that in 2016, 42% of 
around-the-home viewers and only 33% of away-from-home viewers were female (USDOI et al., 2016). 
These newer trends are consistent with studies of birders that found that women are often more casual 
in their birding activities (McFarlane & Boxall, 1996) and more constrained by factors, such as safety 
concerns, that apply to away-from-home viewing (Johnson et al., 2001). While gender patterns in 
wildlife viewing are complex, social research has made it clear that women engage with wildlife and in 
wildlife viewing differently than men and with different motives. Compared to men, women value 
wildlife more for aesthetic, ethical, and emotional reasons (Miller & McGee, 2000). They also tend to 
focus less on developing skills and competing (Cooper & Smith, 2010) and more on the conservation-
oriented aspects of viewing (Scott et al., 2005).  
 
Activities and expenditures of U.S. wildlife viewers 
A growing body of literature shows that wildlife viewers contribute to conservation, financially and 
through other conservation behaviors (Cooper et al., 2015; Hvenegaard, 2002; McFarlane & Boxall, 
1996). Even without purchasing licenses and permits, they have a significant economic impact. 
Nationally, viewers spend nearly $76 billion annually on travel and equipment associated with their 
activities, including $170 million in access fees for public lands (USDOI et al., 2016). Beyond its 
conservation potential, wildlife viewing is also a means of connecting more Americans to nature, which 
has been recognized as increasingly important in light of the physical, mental, and social benefits that 
people incur by spending time outdoors (Kellert et al., 2017). Wildlife viewers are therefore important 
stakeholders in the missions of wildlife agencies, especially as participation in hunting and its associated 
revenues decline.  
 
 
WILDLIFE VIEWING IN VIRGINIA 

Virginia’s wildlife and wildlife viewing opportunities 
Virginia is an exceptional destination for wildlife viewing. With its central latitude, relatively mild 
climate, elevations spanning from the Atlantic Coastal Plain to the Appalachian Mountains, and 
geographic position along the Atlantic Flyway, the Commonwealth contains a wealth of natural diversity. 
Virginia offers wildlife viewers the opportunity to observe 400 species of birds, 150 species of mammals, 
150 species of amphibians and reptiles, 250 species of fish, plus over 2,000 butterfly, dragonfly, and 
other invertebrate species. Virginia’s most popular wildlife for viewing include everything from large 
mammals such as elk, black bear, and whales; to striking birds such as majestic bald eagles and colorful 
warblers and tanagers; to small charismatic fauna, such as box turtles, green tree frogs, and monarch 
butterflies.  
 
With its location on the Atlantic Flyway, one of the wildlife viewing highlights in Virginia is the 
opportunity to observe spring and fall bird migrations. Each spring, warblers and other neotropical 
songbirds travel north through Virginia, returning to North America for their breeding season after 
spending their winter in Central and South America. This annual journey presents a marvelous 
opportunity to experience the colors and sounds of spring migration. Many of these songbirds migrate 
at night, and, as they pass through the Commonwealth, they seek patches of forest as stopovers to rest 
and replenish their energy. Places like Virginia’s National Wildlife Refuges, State Parks, Wildlife 
Management Areas, and local nature trails can be ideal places to spot these migrants. Fall presents an 
additional opportunity to see these songbirds as they pass through the Commonwealth on their return 
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journey south for the winter. Virginia’s Eastern Shore, located at the tip of the Delmarva Peninsula, is a 
particularly spectacular location for viewing fall bird migration; it is one of the most important bird 
migration areas in North America. The unique narrowing shape of the Peninsula funnels migrating birds 
and butterflies down towards the Eastern Shore’s southern tip each fall, producing the opportunity to 
observe an abundance of raptors, songbirds, and monarch butterflies. Fall also provides an opportunity 
to observe raptor migration. Raptors migrate during the daytime, providing great viewing opportunities 
as they soar high in the air. The best places to see migrating raptors in the fall is at Virginia’s designated 
fall Hawkwatch sites, the majority of which are located in the mountains. In addition, a fall Hawkwatch, 
operated by Coastal Virginia Wildlife Observatory in Kiptopeke State Park on the Eastern Shore, provides 
one of the best vantage points in the U.S. to view the raptor migration. 
  
State-level trends in wildlife viewing 
Consistent with national trends, patterns of participation in outdoor recreation in Virginia are shifting. 
According to the Virginia report for the most recent version of the National Survey (Rockville Institute, 
2020), there are 2.1 million wildlife viewers in Virginia, which comprises about 35% of the state’s 
population. For comparison, in 2016, it was estimated that there were 957,000 anglers and 259,000 
hunters in Virginia, a combined 16% of the population (Rockville Institute, 2020). Since 1991, the 
estimated number of wildlife viewers in the state has increased slightly, while the estimated number of 
both anglers and hunters declined (USDOI, 1991; Rockville Institute, 2020). These trends are reflected in 
a general decline in both hunting and fishing license sales in Virginia over the past decade (DWR, 2020). 
High participation in wildlife viewing in Virginia has also been observed in other state recreation surveys. 
For instance, according to the America’s Wildlife Values Virginia State Report (Dietsch et al., 2018), 77% 
of their 578 respondents indicated they were interested in viewing wildlife in the future. Of those 
interested in future viewing, 22% were actively participating in wildlife viewing, and 51% had never 
participated in wildlife viewing before. While not specifically focused on wildlife viewing, in the most 
recent version of the Virginia Outdoors Demand Survey (DCR, 2017), 71% of households had 
participated in “visiting natural areas,” which was about a 20% increase from the previous report (2011). 
Additionally, boating license sales have continued to increase in Virginia. While this is not necessarily a 
reflection of an increase in wildlife viewing, boating provides opportunities for purposeful and casual 
wildlife viewing.  
 
Demographic patterns of under-
representation among wildlife viewers 
at the national scale are largely 
reflected on the state level as well. 
Compared to the larger Virginia 
population (USCB, 2018), Virginia 
wildlife viewers were on average more 
White (83% vs. 71%), less Hispanic (6% 
vs. 10%), more male (54% vs. 49%), 
older (71% vs. 53% older than 44), 
wealthier (44% vs. 36% with an annual 
income over $100,000), and more 
educated (41% vs. 36% with a college 
degree) (Rockville Institute, 2020).  
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Activities and expenditures of Virginia’s wildlife viewers 
Nearly all of Virginia’s wildlife viewers view wildlife around their homes, while 46% of viewers in the 
state traveled a mile or further away from home for their viewing activities in 2016 (Note: some viewers 
participate in both away-from-home and around-the-home viewing, so totals do not sum to 100%). 
These viewers had a combined total of 251 million days participating in wildlife viewing in 2016, and 
took 24 million trips for their wildlife viewing activities (Rockville Institute, 2020). In 2016, Virginia 
wildlife viewers spent over $3.2 billion for their wildlife viewing activities, both in and out of the state, 
resulting in an average expenditure of $1,559 per viewer. About a third of these dollars were spent on 
equipment and other supplies, including equipment for viewing, camping, and backpacking; costs 
associated with leasing or owning land; membership dues and contributions; and informational 
materials. The remaining 66% of expenditures went to trip-related expenses, such as food and lodging, 
transportation, and access fees for public and private lands (Rockville Institute, 2020). This 2016 
estimate of expenditures is a dramatic increase compared to the 2011 iteration of the National Survey 
Virginia report, which estimated that Virginia viewers had a total expenditure of $1.0 billion for their 
viewing activities, with an average expenditure of only $474 per viewer (USDOI et al., 2011).  
  



17 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
PART III: Agency Engagement with Wildlife Viewers 
 
 
 

 
WILDLIFE VIEWING AND STATE FISH AND WILDLIFE AGENCIES 

Wildlife viewers, as a substantial and growing proportion of the U.S. public, have significant potential to 
engage with and contribute to the work of fish and wildlife agencies. However, consumptive 
recreationists (i.e., hunters and anglers) have long been the primary stakeholders for wildlife agencies. 
Their social, political, and financial contributions provide critical support to agency conservation efforts, 
a paradigm that is central to the participation-supported North American Model of Wildlife 
Conservation (Mahoney & Jackson III, 2013). Indeed, hunters spend over $825 million annually, and 
anglers over $586 million, on licenses and permits alone (USDOI et al., 2016). However, the North 
American Model also holds that wildlife is not privately owned, but rather is held in trust by the 
government (Organ et al., 2012). Under this Public Trust Doctrine, wildlife agencies exist to serve all 
beneficiaries of wildlife resources; this responsibility is often considered at odds with the North 
American Model’s traditional prioritization of consumptive recreationists (Jacobson et al., 2010; Serfass 
et al., 2018) and the underrepresentation of certain demographic groups within wildlife agencies’ 
constituencies.  
 
There are now renewed calls for wildlife agencies to consider more diverse beneficiaries, including 
wildlife viewers, in agency planning and decision-making (Decker et al., 2016; Dunfee et al., 2019). 
However, there are considerable challenges to more meaningful engagement between agencies and 
groups such as wildlife viewers, that may think about, value, and interact with wildlife quite differently 
than do agency staff and traditional hunting and angling constituents. To help wildlife agencies meet the 
needs of new and diverse constituencies, the Association of Fish and Wildlife Agencies (AFWA) and 
Wildlife Management Institute (WMI) released the Fish and Wildlife Relevancy Roadmap: Enhanced 
Conservation through Broader Engagement (hereafter, Relevancy Roadmap) in 2019 (Dunfee et al., 
2019). This guidance document describes 19 barriers emerging from agency capacity and culture, 
constituent capacity and culture, and political and legal constraints on agency actions that currently limit 
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the relevance of and support for wildlife conservation among the public. For example, these barriers 
include the perception that fish and wildlife agencies are focused solely on hunters and anglers and that 
agencies have limited capacity to understand and plan for engagement with other constituencies. The 
Relevancy Roadmap also presents strategies, tactics, and specific steps for overcoming each barrier, 
consistently highlighting the need for adaptation, collaboration, and the application of social science to 
collect information about the needs and interests of diverse agency beneficiaries.  
 
This Wildlife Viewing Plan embodies implementation of the underlying philosophy of the Relevancy 
Roadmap and many of its strategies. The following section of this plan details existing relationships and 
mutual relevance between DWR and Virginia’s wildlife viewers, including the ways in which DWR’s 
conservation and management activities directly support wildlife viewing and the ways in which wildlife 
viewers help the agency advance wildlife and habitat conservation. Part IV then presents an overview of 
the research DWR has contracted in an effort to better understand wildlife viewers in Virginia, followed 
by the agency’s operational plan for enhancing engagement with this constituency in Part V. 
 

 
A BRIEF HISTORY OF THE DWR AND WILDLIFE VIEWING 

DWR has been working to support nongame species and opportunities for wildlife viewing for more than 
forty years. The agency’s work with nongame species – those that are neither hunted, trapped, nor 
fished – began slowly, with origins in scientific projects focused on single wildlife species. The 
Department began funding bald eagle nest surveys in the 1970s and was instrumental in the federal 
listing of the bald eagle as endangered in 1978. The agency has worked ever since to help restore the 
state’s population of this species to where it is today. In the mid-1980s, the Department reinforced its 
commitment to the conservation of all wildlife in Virginia by establishing the Nongame Wildlife Program 
and dedicating staff and resources to nongame species. From 1985-1989, the agency partnered with the 
Virginia Society of Ornithology to conduct the first Virginia Breeding Bird Atlas. These efforts opened the 
door to DWR’s engagement with additional recreationists, beyond the agency’s long-standing hunting 
and fishing constituencies. In 1996, Virginia became the first eastern state to begin a NatureMapping 
Program (called Wildlife Mapping in Virginia) to engage citizen scientists in collecting wildlife 
observations.   
 
Watchable Wildlife Program 
In 1998, House Bill 38 was passed in the State legislature. This bill dedicated a portion of the state sales 
tax on outdoor equipment to DWR, beginning in 2000. More than a hundred groups supported this 
legislation, including many outside the traditional hunting or fishing constituents. House Bill 38 provided 
financial support for species and programs that were not supported by other funding mechanisms, and 
the agency used this transfer money to develop the first Watchable Wildlife Program in 2001. The goal 
of DWR’s Watchable Wildlife Program is to increase support for wildlife conservation by providing and 
promoting opportunities for wildlife viewing and nature appreciation. The Watchable Wildlife Program 
has historically served three key functions: 1) promoting nature tourism, 2) providing interpretation of 
wildlife and habitats, and 3) facilitating opportunities for citizen science. Initially, DWR employed two 
Watchable Wildlife Biologists, located in different regions of Virginia, and a Watchable Wildlife Manager. 
However, between 2014 and 2019, the program was coordinated by a single biologist, located in DWR’s 
Chesapeake District Office. This biologist coordinated the statewide Virginia Bird and Wildlife Trail 
(VBWT), wildlife viewing-related digital media, and led and implemented programming in DWR’s Region 
1. A second Watchable Wildlife Biologist position was hired in the program in the spring of 2020. The 
two biologists now work together to lead and implement wildlife viewing programs throughout the 
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Commonwealth. Watchable Wildlife Biologists have diverse expertise and backgrounds, with a 
combination of skills in wildlife biology, wildlife conservation, communication, and education. This 
interdisciplinary background is essential for leading the diverse facets of the program, which are 
described in more detail in the sections below.  
 
Wildlife Viewing in the DWR’s R3 Plan 
In 2017, the Department joined in a nationwide effort to recruit, retain, and reactivate (R3) people into 
outdoor recreation. The effort was a result of the continued decline in hunter and angler participation 
numbers and the need to provide continued and stable funding for state fish and wildlife agencies. 
Virginia DWR recognized that 1) hunter, angler, and boater numbers would likely not rebound to historic 
levels and 2) many others in addition to these traditional constituents appreciate wildlife, participate in 
wildlife recreation, and share the Department’s mission to conserve wildlife in Virginia. Virginia DWR 
was the first state to include wildlife viewing at the same level of hunting and angling in an R3 plan, 
along with recreational shooting sports and boating which the agency also manages. Inclusion of wildlife 
viewing as an R3 activity facilitates strategic planning about how to recruit, retain, and reactivate 
participants in wildlife viewing under the framework of the Outdoor Recreation Adoption Model. This 
conceptual model is used widely by fish and wildlife agencies to strategically consider the phases that 
individuals progress through as they adopt new recreation activities and then become fully involved. 
Prior to the R3 plan, the wildlife viewing program had consisted of a set of activities or products that the 
DWR produced for the wildlife viewing customer. With the inclusion of wildlife viewing in the R3 plan, 
the DWR recognized and made public the importance of the wildlife viewing audience as a stakeholder 
and equal partner that should participate in and contribute to the DWR’s decision-making processes. 
The Virginia DWR contracted with VT to develop this recreational plan to provide guidance for including 
recreationists who view wildlife as stakeholders and partners in the mission to conserve, connect and 
protect wildlife, people, and property. 
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HOW THE DWR MISSION SUPPORTS WILDLIFE VIEWING 
 
The DWR supports wildlife viewing through all facets of the agency’s mission to conserve, connect, and 
protect. The agency broadly supports wildlife viewing through habitat management on DWR lands; 
support for habitat conservation on private lands; and research and management of nongame wildlife 
species. The Department has continued to connect people to Virginia’s outdoors and wildlife through 
the creation of the Virginia Bird and Wildlife Trail, live streaming wildlife cameras, educational materials, 
support of wildlife viewing festivals, providing and funding wildlife viewing amenities, and outreach via 
social media and print. Finally, the DWR works to protect people and property by managing human-
wildlife conflict and promoting safe outdoor experiences. The DWR supports participation in wildlife 
viewing through the conservation and management of habitat that supports diverse wildlife 
communities; research and conservation of nongame wildlife species; infrastructure and events for 
nature tourism; interpretation of wildlife and habitats; wildlife and conservation education.  
 

 
 

HABITAT CONSERVATION AND MANAGEMENT 
The lands owned and managed by the DWR are a critical resource for engaging people with wildlife. The 
DWR manages Wildlife Management Areas (WMAs), as well as fish hatcheries, boat ramps, and lakes. 
The land associated with each of these properties could be, and in some cases already is, used to 
support wildlife viewing activities.  
 
Wildlife Management Areas 
As indicated in Virginia’s 2015 Wildlife Action Plan (DWR, 2015), the loss or degradation of habitats 
constitutes the most serious threat to the sustainable management and conservation of Virginia’s 
wildlife. In order to conserve and manage high-quality habitats that support healthy and diverse 
populations of Virginia’s wildlife species, the DWR maintains a statewide system of wildlife management 
areas (WMAs) and an associated habitat management program. The DWR acquired its first WMA in the 
1930s to conserve habitat through the purchase of large tracts of land for habitat management and 
waterfowl refuges. As of 2020, the agency manages 46 WMAs, comprising over 200,000 acres across 
Virginia. 
 
Most of Virginia’s WMAs were purchased, in part, with funds from the USFWS’ Wildlife and Sportfish 
Restoration Program (WSFR), and practices used to achieve management goals are supported primarily 
through funds generated from hunting, fishing, and trapping license sales and Federal grant programs, 
especially those administered by the USFWS. As a condition of receiving grants for land acquisition, the 

https://dwr.virginia.gov/wma/
https://dwr.virginia.gov/wma/
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WSFR program requires DWR to define the 
purpose (e.g., habitat conservation, endangered 
species restoration, hunting access, fishing access) 
for which the property is to be purchased. That 
defined purpose establishes the stated 
management intent in perpetuity or until the 
original purpose is successfully achieved. DWR’s 
primary management objective on WMAs is to 
conserve and manage high-quality wildlife 
habitats that support healthy and diverse 
populations of Virginia’s native wildlife. All uses, 
including hunting, fishing, wildlife viewing, and 
other human activities, are secondary and must be 
compatible with this primary goal.   
 
Where feasible and compatible with the DWR’s 
conservation goals, the WMA program facilitates 
public access to habitats on WMAs and the wildlife 
resources they support. Some WMAs are 
supported by volunteer friends groups who help 
maintain WMAs as multi-use recreation areas. 
Though WMAs are open to the public, visitors are 
currently required to possess a hunting, fishing, or 
trapping license; a Restore the Wild membership 
(see “Financial Support” below); or a standalone 
WMA access permit. Restore the Wild 
Membership and the WMA access permit provide 
ways for Virginians who do not otherwise pay into 
the system to fully participate in funding the 
management and conservation of these public 
lands. The membership and permit fees are set at 
the same amount as a standard hunting or fishing 
license.  
 
Many citizens of the Commonwealth view WMAs 
as places to experience wildlife habitats at their 
very best (DWR, 2011). Surveys of users in 2010 
showed that the top uses of WMAs included 
hunting (54% of visitors), fishing (22%), sighting-in 
firearms (13%), hiking or walking (11%), and 
viewing wildlife (6%) (DWR, 2011). Other, less-
frequent uses include wildflower viewing and 
nature-related photography. The uses vary based 
on the specific resources available on each 
property, the availability of other public lands in 
the area, seasonality, and the proximity of the 
WMAs to larger population bases.  
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WMAs have the potential to provide viewers with an extensive and well-distributed public land base 
across the Commonwealth that can complement the network of other public lands such as National 
Wildlife Refuges, National Forests, National Parks, and state and local parks. Of the DWR’s 46 WMAs, 32 
are currently designated as sites on the Virginia Bird and Wildlife Trail (see below), with an additional 
WMA being added to this network in 2020. The DWR’s WMAs are also designated as eBird hotspots. 
These public birding locations allow birders to associate their observations with the hotspot, generating 
aggregated results on bird diversity in that location. On many WMA hotspots, over one hundred bird 
species have been identified by citizen scientists. Hog Island WMA, a 3,908-acre peninsula on the James 
River with a diversity of habitats, attracts a vast number of birds across all seasons; eBirders have 
identified 273 species on this WMA and submitted almost 2,000 eBird checklists.  
 
While WMAs offer prime viewing habitat, amenities and infrastructure on these properties are very 
limited, by design. Some WMAs have a network of roads, but the majority are unpaved and many are 
behind permanently or seasonally closed gates, such that they may best be navigated by foot. There are 
no restrooms or visitor centers, and signage is minimal, although WMAs do have kiosks and some 
interpretive signage. However, in contrast to many public lands on which visitors are encouraged to stick 
to the trails, venturing off-road by foot is allowed on WMAs.  
 
A handful of agency projects have enhanced amenities available on WMAs to support wildlife viewing 
opportunities. In 2019, Watchable Wildlife staff worked in coordination with other DWR staff to develop 
multimedia interpretation and communications on Red-cockaded Woodpecker (RCWs) in recognition of 
the arrival of a nesting pair at Big Woods WMA. These interpretive communication efforts included the 
development of an RCW viewing area at the WMA, with interpretive and directional signage; an RCW 
webpage on the DWR website with natural history and conservation information about the birds; a 
series of blog articles announcing the arrival of the pair and following their nesting season; a press 
release; and an article for Virginia Wildlife magazine. The agency has undertaken significant habitat 
restoration work for Golden-winged Warblers and Cerulean Warblers at Highland WMA. At G. Richard 
Thompson WMA, interpretive signage on high altitude forest birds has been installed, and the WMA 
supports wildflower viewing in the spring, featuring large-flowered trillium. Two observation platforms 
were installed at Hog Island WMA to provide viewers with additional photography and wildlife viewing 
opportunities, and a boardwalk, viewing platform and trail, financed through the Non-game Wildlife and 
Endangered Species Program, allows easy walking access for viewing the marsh at Ragged Island WMA.  
 
Boating Access Sites and Facilities 
The DWR’s Boating Access Program is administered by the Lands and Access Program, and includes 
maintenance and management of approximately 230 boating access sites across Virginia. These sites 
provide access to opportunities to view wildlife from power boats as well as paddlecraft. Target species 
include wading birds such as herons and egrets, bald eagles and osprey, and a variety of shorebirds and 
seabirds, as well as amphibians and reptiles, especially turtles, snakes, and frogs. Mammals, including 
deer, beaver, and raccoon may also be viewed from the water. It should be noted that activities not 
directly related to the launching or landing of boats and fishing are prohibited at DWR boat ramps, due 
to the funding mechanisms utilized for the construction, upkeep, and maintenance of these facilities. 
 
Fish Hatcheries and Public Fishing Lakes 
The DWR manages over 176,000 acres of public lakes and 27,300 miles of fishable streams, as well as 
nine fish hatcheries (5 coldwater and 4 warmwater). The agency’s public fishing lakes provide great 
opportunities for viewing waterfowl, aquatic mammals, aquatic flowers and other plants, and a myriad 
of other aquatic species. These properties have a variety of opportunities to either view from the shore 
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or launch a canoe or kayak and view from the water. In 
addition, pollinator habitat and interpretive signage has been 
installed at Lake Shenandoah and Vic Thomas State Fish 
Hatchery to promote both the recruitment of pollinators and 
connections between visitors and these wildlife. Fish food 
vending machines are also available at most DWR fish 
hatcheries, and there is a nature trail with interpretive signage 
has been established at the Montebello Fish Hatchery. The 
DWR’s fish hatcheries are distributed across Virginia: the King 
and Queen Hatchery is located in eastern Virginia, the Front 
Royal Hatchery is in Northern Virginia, the Vic Thomas Hatchery 
is Southside and the Marion, Wytheville and Buller Hatcheries in 
Southwest Virginia. Fish hatcheries are open to the public, but 
require an Agency Access Permit, Restore the Wild 
Membership, or any basic license from the Department.  
 
Virginia DWR’s Private Lands Habitat Assistance Program 
Over 80% of land in Virginia is privately-owned, and the DWR’s work with Virginia’s private landowners 
is important in accomplishing its mission. The DWR has a long history of working with private 
landowners to accomplish their habitat development and conservation goals. Over time, private lands 
assistance efforts have expanded from relying primarily on District Wildlife Biologists to provide habitat 
technical assistance, to launching a team of five designated Private Lands Biologists within the Private 
Lands Habitat Assistance Program to provide that service. These biologists make habitat 
recommendations and assist landowners with cost-share habitat incentive program enrollment and 
long-term wildlife planning. While the initial impetus for expanding capacity for private lands work was 
quail conservation, that mission evolved over time. Of the over 5,000 private landowner site visits 
Private Lands Biologists have made over the last decade, at least half are for non-game wildlife or 
pollinators. The landowners assisted through this program have diverse and overlapping wildlife 
management goals for their property. Quail management remains a focus for many, for the pleasure of 

seeing, listening to, or hunting bobwhite. Others using the 
program simply want more wildlife to watch, photograph and 
enjoy. It is notable that many people who hunt wildlife and 
enjoy wild game table fare also love to watch wildlife on their 
land. The two activities are not mutually exclusive. DWR 
Private Lands Biologists have many satisfied customers; To 
quote one, “Not only do I hear and see bobwhite quail in 
places they haven’t been since my youth, but I also enjoy a 
tremendous number of other species, game and nongame, 
including woodcock, multiple flycatchers especially Eastern 
Kingbird, plenty of whip-poor-will, and wild turkey. The deer, 
rabbits, squirrels and other mammals are likewise 
prospering.” (attrib. Dr. Waring Trible, Essex County, Virginia). 
 

WILDLIFE RESEARCH AND CONSERVATION 
Over the past 50 years, but in many cases going back much further, DWR has conducted (directly or via 
contract with academic institutions or other organizations) research on the Commonwealth’s vast array 
of wildlife species. This work directly supports agency conservation efforts, has informed the listing of 
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threatened and endangered species, and provides 
information on the status of wildlife populations for wildlife-
related recreation.  
 
Beginning in the mid-1920s, DWR’s efforts were focused on 
white-tailed deer restoration and trout stocking. Later efforts 
were undertaken to study and restore elk, Northern 
Bobwhite (quail), beaver, and wild turkey. During the 1960s 
and 1970s, research expanded again with a significant effort 
to study Black Bears and promote waterfowl conservation. 
For the past 40 years, DWR has taken a much more 
comprehensive view of wildlife. Even prior to the early 
1990s, when DWR formally established its Nongame Wildlife 
program, research on non-hunted, declining species, such as 
Bald Eagle and Peregrine Falcon, was undertaken to assist in 
the recovery of these species. In 2001, DWR began receiving 
State Wildlife Grants to identify Species of Greatest 
Conservation Need (SGCN) and conduct research on these 
species. SGCN are designated as most in need of 
conservation action in a state based on their declining 
population status or the need for more information to better 
determine their status. As a condition of receiving this annual 
appropriation, each state was required to develop a State 
Wildlife Action Plan (SWAP) with a list of SGCN. By 
concentrating research and management on these species, 
an agency could prevent further declines in these species and 
avert the need to list them later. Over the last two decades, 
with the assistance of this additional money, DWR has 
invested heavily to understand the distribution, abundance, 
and habits of the diverse wildlife species that occur in 
Virginia’s rapidly changing terrestrial, aquatic, subterranean, 
and marine habitats. These research efforts have informed 
conservation actions ranging from conservation planning to 
species propagation/reintroduction and land acquisition. 
Below is an overview of research projects conducted on 
nongame wildlife by the DWR prior to and since the advent 
of the Virginia SWAP. DWR staff communicate about these 
conservation activities to the public via presentations to 
clubs, schools, and academics, as well as articles in 
magazines, radio interviews, and other media.  
 
Freshwater Mussels 
The DWR’s freshwater mussel restoration program was 
begun in earnest in the 1990s and is now one of the premier 
threatened and endangered mussel conservation programs 
in the country. Fourteen Atlantic Slope mussel species and 36 
Tennessee drainage mussel species have been propagated at 
DWR facilities, of which 41 have been released into rivers 
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and streams across eastern and southwestern Virginia to 
augment and restore existing mussel populations.    
 
Reptiles and Amphibians 
A variety of reptiles and amphibians have been studied, 
including Spotted, Bog, Wood and Snapping turtles, sea 
turtles, Eastern Hellbenders, Shenandoah Salamander, and 
Eastern Tiger Salamander. Recent efforts have placed special 
emphasis on citizen monitoring of the Green Salamander, a 
priority species under the state’s SWAP and a candidate 
species for potential Endangered Species Act listing. Since 
2014, known localities of this species across the state have 
increased from 10 to more than 150, largely due to citizen 
reports. These efforts have highlighted that the species is 
much more widespread and abundant in Virginia than 
previously thought and has also led to novel natural history 
findings as a result of citizen observations. These 
observations resulted in the formal protection of a city park 
in Norton, VA as a “Green Salamander Sanctuary” – the first 
of its kind nationally. DWR further engaged with volunteers 
on amphibian research by acting as the Virginia coordinator 
of the North American Amphibian Monitoring Program 
through 2015. Additionally, DWR provides funding and field 
support to the Virginia Sea Turtle Stranding and Salvage 
Network, which coordinates sea turtle nest monitoring 
efforts in the Commonwealth and is administered by the 
Virginia Aquarium & Marine Science Center Foundation. 
 
Fish 
In the 1990s, the DWR initiated its conservation programs for 
a variety of native, non-sport fish species, including Roanoke 
Logperch, Candy Darter, Clinch Dace, Pygmy, Orangefin and 
Yellowfin Madtoms, and Black-banded Sunfish. Even crayfish 
and aquatic and terrestrial snails have been the focus of 
research and conservation projects conducted by the DWR. 
These efforts generally involve local university research 
teams coordinating with the DWR’s Aquatic Nongame 
Biologists. While many of these imperiled species are located 
in the Tennessee drainages of Southwest Virginia, several are 
in the Atlantic Slope rivers and watersheds. Restoration 
efforts also now allow for boat trips to watch Atlantic 
Sturgeon spawning behavior from April to June in the lower 
James River. 
 
Birds 
Over the past five decades, the DWR has both undertaken 
and partnered on a variety of research, monitoring, and 
management projects on a diversity of imperiled birds, such 
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as shorebirds (plovers and oystercatchers), colonial waterbirds (terns, skimmers, gulls, waders, etc), 
secretive marsh birds, raptors (Peregrine Falcon, Bald Eagle, Golden Eagle) and landbirds (Golden-
winged Warbler, Cerulean Warbler, Loggerhead Shrike, Red-cockaded Woodpecker, etc). Conservation 
efforts arising from this research have resulted in significant progress toward the recovery of many of 
these birds in Virginia, including Piping and Wilson’s Plovers, American Oystercatcher, Bald Eagle, 
Peregrine Falcon and Red-cockaded Woodpecker. In addition to these research and conservation efforts, 
the DWR has funded and guided two Virginia Breeding Bird Atlas projects, the first in the 1980s, and the 
second beginning in 2016. These efforts have advanced knowledge of the population status and 
distributional changes of Virginia’s breeding birds, while engaging the largest number of volunteers of 
any DWR citizen science effort to date (see “Virginia Breeding Bird Atlases” section below). DWR also 
engages annually with citizen scientists by coordinating the North American Breeding Bird Survey for 
Virginia. Additional DWR research efforts that engaged volunteers in discrete projects include secretive 
marsh bird surveys in 2007 and canoe-based riparian breeding bird surveys in 2008 (in partnership with 
the Virginia Society of Ornithology).  
 
Mammals 
In addition to the game mammals mentioned previously, DWR has been a leader in Virginia in funding 
and studying bats, including the impact of the devastating White-nosed Syndrome on bat populations, 
and listing several species due to precipitous population declines. DWR specialists have conducted and 
worked with partners on species such as Spotted Skunk, Coyote, River Otter, and weasels, as well as 
lesser-known mammals like Rock Vole, Allegheny Woodrat, Northern Flying Squirrel, and Fisher. DWR 
has supported research on marine mammals (e.g., whales, seals and dolphins) and, over the last several 
years, has provided field assistance to the Chesapeake Bay Bridge and Tunnel Winter Seal Haul-out 
Surveys carried out by the Naval Facilities Engineering Command, Atlantic. 
 
 

 
 
NATURE TOURISM 
Promoting nature tourism connects people to wildlife viewing; it illustrates the recreational value of 
birds and wildlife, while also supporting their conservation. Participation in nature tourism activities 
increases public awareness and appreciation of wildlife and their habitats  Furthermore, as people travel 
to seek Virginia’s birds, wildlife, and natural habitats, they generate tourism dollars for the state and 
demonstrate the importance of Virginia’s wildlife and habitats to Virginia’s economy. When DWR and 
partners can articulate these recreational and economic benefits, it can garner support for wildlife 
conservation efforts with some audiences. Due to these conservation benefits, much of the Watchable 
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Wildlife program's work has historically focused on nature tourism through its establishment of the 
Virginia Bird and Wildlife Trail and by supporting birding and wildlife festivals.  
 
The wealth of natural diversity in Virginia provides abundant recreational options for nature/outdoor 
travelers to Virginia. A 2019 survey by TravelTrakAmerica found that travelers to Virginia who 
participated in sports, recreation, and nature/outdoor travel, indicated that they participated in the 
following activities/sites during their visit to Virginia: National park/ monuments/ recreation areas 
(28%), beach (25%), State park/ monuments/ recreation areas (24%), rural sightseeing (22%), gardens 
(13%), wildlife viewing (12%), hiking/backpacking/canyoneering (10%), camping (7%), fishing (7%), and 
bird watching (6%). 
 
The Virginia Bird and Wildlife Trail 
The Virginia Bird and Wildlife Trail (originally named the Virginia Birding and Wildlife Trail) formed the 
foundation of the Watchable Wildlife Program and is the program’s hallmark. The VBWT is a statewide 
guide to the best sites for viewing birds and other wildlife in the Commonwealth. It compiles over 600 
designated viewing sites into a single resource to help people explore Virginia’s outdoors and find its 
native wildlife; it includes everything from nationally-renowned birding hotspots to favorite local haunts, 
from city parks to national parks, and from public lands to private bed and breakfasts. Its goal has been 
to increase awareness, appreciation, and conservation of Virginia’s wildlife and native habitats. It strives 
to accomplish that goal by promoting wildlife viewing as a 
recreational activity in Virginia and by demonstrating the 
economic value of wildlife by generating ecotourism 
dollars. The online guide to the VBWT, housed on the DWR 
website, was utilized by nearly 200,000 people in 2020. The 
vast majority of these users are located in Virginia and the 
mid-Atlantic region, but it is also used by people 
throughout the U.S.  
 
The idea for the VBWT originated with the Great Texas Coastal Birding Trail. A small group of DWR staff 
traveled to Texas in 2000 to learn more about that state’s trail, discuss its impacts on conservation and 
economic development, and develop an idea for Virginia to provide more targeted opportunities for 
wildlife viewing. The passage of House Bill 38 in 1998 by the Virginia General Assembly was also critical, 
creating a mechanism to transfer a portion of the state sales tax collected from the sale of outdoor 
recreation equipment (as defined every five years in the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service National Survey 
on Fishing, Hunting and Wildlife-Associated Recreation) to the DWR. To support the development of the 
VBWT specifically, DWR applied for multiple Virginia Department of Transportation - Transportation 
Enhancement Grants (available through the federal TEA-21 program), eventually securing over $1M in 
funding to build the statewide trail.  In addition, funding was provided by the National Oceanic and 
Atmospheric Administration’s Coastal Zone Management Program, coordinated by the Virginia 
Department of Environmental Quality, for the Coastal Phase trail guide. The Virginia Tourism 
Corporation provided considerable in-kind support with marketing and publication distribution.  
 
The designation process for VBWT viewing sites began in earnest in 2001 with the Coastal Phase and 
culminated with the Piedmont Phase in 2004. Originally, there were over 660 designated sites organized 
into 65 driving loops. DWR staff made presentations to well over 400 groups and engaged over 500 
partner groups during the development of the VBWT. These partners, including nonprofit organizations, 
state and local tourism groups, local governments, businesses and many more, wrote letters of support 
for VBWT funding proposals. As part of the development process, the DWR solicited site nominations 
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from all of the partner groups. 
Nearly 1,000 nominations were 
submitted and evaluated for 
inclusion. Fermata, Inc., the 
consultant that developed the 
Great Texas Coastal Birding Trail, 
collaborated with the DWR in the 
development of the VBWT, 
conducted the site evaluations, 
and provided feedback about the 
wildlife at each site and the 
habitats and viewing experiences 
available. Once the final sites 
were selected for designation, 
DWR staff contacted site 
owners/managers for a review of 
their respective site descriptions 
to ensure they were satisfied with 
the publication text. Finally, all 
the sites were organized into 
loops and those loops were 
evaluated and modified by the 
local communities. Surrounding 
communities were also given the 
opportunity to submit potential 
names for their respective loops. 
Driving directions were included 
to facilitate navigating from site 
to site on each loop, since GPS 
technology was not readily 
available at the time the VBWT 
was developed. 
 
With the advent of easy access to GPS technology, navigational apps on cell phones, and the transition 
to online guides, over time, the loops and the driving directions have become less important. The DWR 
focuses its efforts now on identifying and promoting the “best” sites in each region. Two versions of the 
guide are available online – one that is similar in format to the original book, found on the DWR website, 
and the other is an interactive website, called Find Wildlife. Each VBWT site has its own webpage in the 
online Find Wildlife guide which includes a detailed description of the site, a list of the types of wildlife 
present, driving directions, and an indication of available facilities, including whether sites are handicap-
accessible. At least 251 VBWT sites (about 39%) have handicap-accessible facilities. 
 
The agency still accepts nominations for new VBWT sites and adds a few new designations each year. 
The DWR’s Watchable Wildlife Program has developed a series of regional brochures to promote 
visitation in a few high tourism regions, such as Virginia Beach, the Eastern Shore, Williamsburg, and 
Richmond. These brochures, which contain a map and short descriptions of each site with viewing tips 
and seasonal highlights, are distributed at visitor centers, the viewing sites themselves, and at relevant 
local businesses. More brochures are planned for additional regions of the Commonwealth, pending 

https://dwr.virginia.gov/vbwt/
https://vafwis.dgif.virginia.gov/FindWildlifeVA/#/findWildlife
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available funding and sponsors. Rack cards advertising the VBWT and its website are distributed 
annually throughout the Commonwealth to all of the state-run Welcome Centers and state-certified 
visitor centers. The DWR also annually advertises the VBWT in the Virginia Travel Guide. 
 
Wildlife Viewing Amenities  
In order to expand wildlife viewing opportunities in locations across the state, the Watchable Wildlife 
Program provides technical assistance and/or small grants to localities and VBWT sites to support the 
establishment of trails, interpretive signs, and viewing amenities. The grants are provided on an ad hoc 
basis. Recent examples of this support include technical assistance and the funding of an interpretive 
sign at the Snicker’s Gap Hawkwatch site in Clarke County and funding support for the development of 
trails and viewing platforms at Lake Hanover Natural Area in Hanover County. The DWR also partnered 
with the NOAA Coastal Zone Management (CZM) Program of the Virginia Department of Environmental 
Quality and County of Northampton to design and fund the installation of an observation platform at 
Willis Wharf, on the Eastern Shore of Virginia. This project was intended to enhance ecotourism on the 
Eastern Shore by supporting viewing of shorebirds and waders, especially during low tides. The DWR 
also assisted the CZM Program with the addition of interpretive signage and stationary binoculars on the 
Willis Wharf platform.  
 
Public Opportunities for Wildlife Recreation (POWRR) Properties 
In 2020, the DWR initiated the Public Opportunities for Wildlife Recreation (POWRR) program to 
facilitate the use of private land for publically accessible wildlife-dependent recreation activities such as 
hunting, trapping, fishing, boating, and wildlife viewing. This initiative was launched in an effort to 
expand and ultimately replace the existing Public Access Lands for Sportsmen (PALS) program, which 
was historically marketed exclusively to hunters. In 2020, DWR received a $2.9 million grant from the 
Voluntary Public Access and Habitat Incentive Program (VPA HIP), administered by the U.S. Department 
of Agriculture’s Natural Resource and Conservation Service. This grant is being used to provide cash 
incentives to participating landowners for allowing public access to their land, as well as funding needed 
infrastructure upgrades (e.g. installation of gates, signs, parking lots, wildlife viewing platforms, etc.) and 
habitat enhancements on participating properties within southwest Virginia. Furthermore, a Wildlife 
Habitat Biologist was hired in 2020 to oversee these habitat enhancement efforts which may include 
access control, brush management, early successional habitat management, land clearing, prescribed 
burning, land reclamation (abandoned mined land), range planting, recreational land grading or shaping, 
shallow water development and management, stream habitat improvement and management, upland 
wildlife habitat management, wildlife habitat planting and woody residue treatment. 

Between properties enrolled through the PALS program and a previous VPA HIP grant, over 30,000 acres 
of private land are enrolled in this program and accessible for wildlife-dependent recreation. The 
program began accepting new landowner applications in October 2020. By 2023, the program is 
projected to have at least 20 participating landowners with more than 60,000 acres enrolled. This 
additional acreage will be used for the creation of at least six new public viewing sites for elk, ten new 
viewing sites for the Virginia Bird and Wildlife Trail, and eight boating access sites for hand-launched 
vessels. 
 
Wildlife Viewing Festivals 
The Watchable Wildlife Program also has a long history of sponsoring and aiding localities in the 
planning of wildlife viewing festivals, including the Winter Wildlife Festival and Great Dismal Swamp 
Migration Celebration and the former Eastern Shore Birding & Wildlife Festival, “Gone to the Birds” 
Festival, and Mountain Lake Migratory Bird Festival. The benefits of these festivals are many: they 

https://dwr.virginia.gov/powrr
https://dwr.virginia.gov/powrr
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provide a celebration of seasonal wildlife events, community and social support to birders and wildlife 
viewers, an introduction into birding and wildlife viewing for those first exploring these recreational 
activities, and nature tourism benefits to the local communities, and they increase awareness and 
appreciation for wildlife and natural habitats. 
 
The Winter Wildlife Festival in Virginia Beach celebrated its 10th anniversary in 2020. DWR has been a 
proud sponsor of this annual event since its inception. This festival, which takes place the last weekend 
of January, is put on by the City of Virginia Beach Department of Parks and Recreation with support from 
a variety of agencies and organizations. It celebrates the birds and wildlife that overwinter along 
Virginia’s coast, which includes a wide diversity of waterfowl, seabirds, and sea mammals. Festival 
participants have the opportunity to register for guided field trips, visit an exhibit hall, learn from 

wildlife and conservation professionals in a keynote 
and workshops, and attend children’s activities at the 
partnering City library. The DWR’s Watchable Wildlife 
Program has supported the planning process by 
participating in the festival steering committee and 
providing subject matter expertise and coordinating 
with other DWR staff in leading some of the field trips, 
setting up an exhibit table, instructing some of the 
workshops, and helping to judge the photography 
contest. The 2020 festival was attended by 518 
registered field trip and workshop participants, 1500 
visitors to its exhibit hall, and 250 attendees at the 
keynote. It is a very popular and well-liked festival, 
with 97% of 2020’s post-festival survey respondents 
indicating that they “would attend Winter Wildlife 
Festival next year.”  
 

The Great Dismal Swamp Migration Celebration (formerly named the Great Dismal Swamp Birding 
Festival) has occurred at Great Dismal Swamp National Wildlife Refuge since 2007. Located in Suffolk 
and Chesapeake, this event occurs over a long weekend at the end of April each year as a celebration of 
spring migration. The Refuge is one of the best locations in the Commonwealth to observe spring 
migrants, especially warblers, and birders visit the Refuge in particular for the opportunity to see 
Swainson’s Warbler. DWR was a founding partner of the festival and has supported the Refuge in 
multiple ways over the years. In the earlier years of the festival, DWR provided sponsorship funds and 
Watchable Wildlife staff helped with planning efforts on the steering committee, led field trips, 
instructed workshops, and set up an exhibit booth. In the last few years, the Refuge has sought to 
simplify the festival with less involvement from partners, however DWR continues to provide annual 
financial support for the event. Total attendance at festival field trips has consistently been around 500 
people in the most recent years. 
 
The Mountain Lake Migratory Birding Festival was held for approximately 8 years, in the early 2000s, at 
the Mountain Lake Hotel in Giles County. Mountain Lake is one of only two natural lakes in Virginia and 
sits atop Salt Pond Mountain at just over 3000 feet elevation.  Sitting in the spine of the Allegheny 
Mountains, this makes it a prime spot for warbler and other passerine migrants in the Spring, as they 
migrate along the mountains at night.  Early mornings often saw huge numbers of birds literally 
dropping out of the sky at sunrise.  The festival often drew upwards of 300-500 people.  DWR was one of 
the inaugural sponsors of this festival along with the New River Valley Bird Club, a local bird store in 
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Blacksburg, and the Mountain Lake Hotel and Resort. Sadly, the major festival organizer Peggy Opengari 
passed away in 2009, and we could not find another local sponsor to take over the festival.   
 
The Eastern Shore Birding & Wildlife Festival ran for twenty-four years on Virginia’s Eastern Shore, from 
1992-2016. Based out of the Town of Cape Charles, this festival occurred over a weekend in early 
October to celebrate the annual fall migration that occurs along Virginia’s Eastern Shore. This festival 
offered a large number of guided field trips and workshops to view migratory birds and other wildlife, a 
keynote speaker, an exhibit hall, and family activities at Kiptopeke State Park. Leadership for the festival 
varied over the years, but was largely run by volunteers with support from local and state agencies. 
DWR was a founding partner of the festival and was highly 
involved in it from the outset. The agency provided this 
festival with major sponsorship funds and planning support 
from DWR staff who participated in the steering committee 
and most often fulfilled the role of coordinating the field trips 
and trip leaders and providing subject expertise. In addition 
to providing the planning support, DWR staff led field trips, 
set up a DWR exhibit booth, helped judge the youth poster 
artwork contest, and helped judge the photography contest. 
In its final year, 390 people from around the country pre-
registered for this festival’s field trips; 48% of its paid 
participants were from outside of Virginia and 80% were 
from outside of the Eastern Shore. The festival ended when a 
local entity or volunteer could no longer be found to organize 
the event. 
 
The “Gone to the Birds Festival” occurred for three years in 
downtown Richmond from 2008 - 2010.  The event was held 
by the Richmond Audubon Society and the City of Richmond 
to highlight the spectacular phenomenon of over 30,000 
purple martins flocking up prior to their fall migration. For a 
one- to two-week time period each fall, the purple martins 
would dramatically descend upon a stand of Bradford pear 
trees located near the Richmond 17th Street Farmers’ 
Market. To support the festival, DWR provided interpretation, 
set up an exhibit table, and in one year provided a small 
sponsorship. The festival was popular and drew large crowds, 
but ended simply because the purple martins stopped 
appearing. 
 
Elk-related Tourism 
From 2012-2014, in partnership with the Rocky Mountain Elk Foundation, DWR restored elk to a 
designated Elk Management Zone (EMZ) in Southwest Virginia, encompassing Buchanan, Dickenson, and 
Wise counties. In order to ensure the success of this restoration with a sustainable population of elk in 
the EMZ, DWR also developed a 10-year Elk Management Plan to benefit all Virginians, including those 
interested in elk viewing and elk tourism (DWR, 2019). To create a public elk viewing opportunity, DWR 
worked with multiple partners and volunteers to establish a public elk viewing area in Vansant, on 
Buchanan County property near the Southern Gap Outdoor Adventure Center. The area, which is a 
designated site on the VBWT, consists of three sheltered viewing stations with bench seating 

https://dwr.virginia.gov/vbwt/sites/elk-viewing-area/
https://dwr.virginia.gov/vbwt/sites/elk-viewing-area/
https://dwr.virginia.gov/vbwt/sites/elk-viewing-area/
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overlooking restored grassland habitat. Together, DWR, the Rocky Mountain Elk Foundation, and 
volunteers restored these lands degraded by a strip mine operation to a beneficial habitat for elk and 
other wildlife. In addition to the elk, these viewing stations also provide the opportunity to view 
grassland birds, wild turkey, white-tailed deer, butterflies, and the occasional black bear.  
 

Elk have become a 
major tourism draw 
to the area ever since 
the restoration. Based 
on annual visitation to 
their visitor center, 
which provides access 
to the elk viewing 
area, Southern Gap 
Outdoor Adventure 
Center estimates that 
8,000 - 10,000 people 
view elk at this area 
each year. In addition 
to this public viewing 
area, two local 
entities lead elk tours 

to the nearby elk restoration zone (the site where the elk were originally released). Breaks Interstate 
Park leads 20 paid elk tours, available to the public, each year with total annual attendance averaging at 
300 people. Park staff also lead unpaid tours for potential partnering agencies and school groups that 
are attended by an additional 75-100 people annually. Rocky Mountain Elk Foundation leads tours for 
local groups and organizations and these are attended by another 1,100 people annually. Additionally, 
the first Southern Gap Elk Fest was held in the fall of 2020 with an estimated attendance of 2,700 over 
the four-day event, based on visitation to the Southern Gap Outdoor Adventures complex. The festival’s 
elk tours were attended by 215 registered participants. 
 
 
WILDLIFE AND HABITAT EDUCATION 
DWR also connects people to wildlife through formal educational curriculum for students from 
preschool through 12th grade and through informal education, including the interpretation of wildlife 
and habitats. Interpretation is a communication process that translates scientific topics and terminology 
into those that are relevant and meaningful for its audience. By providing interpretive expertise, the 
Watchable Wildlife Program helps people to better understand and connect with Virginia’s wildlife and 
habitats. This intellectual and emotional connection provides an introductory step that can lead people 
towards conservation action. To this end, Watchable Wildlife staff have helped to develop interpretive 
signage and print materials; write content for the DWR’s varied digital media; and deliver public talks 
and training on birds and other wildlife, birding, wildlife viewing, and gardening for birds and other 
wildlife. Watchable Wildlife staff also provide internal technical assistance to DWR in the form of 
expertise on wildlife viewing, wildlife viewing constituents, and interpretive best practices. 
 
Habitat Education 
In order to increase the public’s awareness of habitat issues and adopt stewardship practices on their 
own properties that conserve or restore habitats for wildlife, DWR implements the habitat education 
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program. The program provides resources and educational workshops for corporate landowners, 
private landowners, schools, and homeowners to improve habitat in their community that will benefit 
Virginia’s songbirds, mammals, amphibians and other wildlife. The DWR habitat education program 
delivers hands-on programs, presentations and events to teachers, homeowners, business leaders, 
decision-makers and others about how to conserve and restore wildlife habitat in order to inform their 
land-use and land-management practices. In addition, the program provides hands-on habitat education 
programs, trainings and support-materials for teachers, volunteers, such as Master Naturalists, Master 
Gardeners, youth leaders, environmental educators and others to implement native habitats in their 
areas. The DWR habitat education program works with a host of partners and sister agencies to develop 
materials specific to native plants, invasive species, and how-to instruction for creating and maintaining 
healthy native habitat in Virginia. 

 
Wildlife Viewing Cameras 
DWR offers live-streaming wildlife viewing cameras as a way to increase appreciation of wildlife and 
provide an educational experience.  

 
Richmond Falcon Cam. The Watchable Wildlife Program coordinates 
the Richmond Falcon Cam. The Richmond Falcon Cam has followed the 
same peregrine falcon nesting site in downtown Richmond for over a 
decade. This popular camera provides an intimate look at a nesting pair 
of peregrine falcons rearing their young that would not be obtainable 
otherwise. The camera’s live stream is broadcast on a DWR webpage 
that also contains educational blog posts reporting on the falcons’ nest 
status throughout the nesting season and an FAQ about the nest’s 
history. The Falcon Cam was viewed by nearly 82,000 people in 2020. 
The majority of viewers are from Virginia and the mid-Atlantic U.S., but 
it also is followed by people throughout the U.S. and around the globe.  
 
Elk Cam. The agency also offers an elk cam. Located on a remote, 
private property in the town of Vansant, Virginia, this camera provides 
the public with live-streaming views of southwest Virginia’s elk herd 
during their breeding season. The camera enables people living all over 
the Commonwealth, and beyond, to observe the splendor of Virginia’s 
elk, and it is hoped to motivate tourism to the southwest part of the 
state (see “Elk-related Tourism” under Nature Tourism above). In 2019, 
the elk cam was viewed by nearly 163,000 people.  

https://dwr.virginia.gov/falcon-cam/
https://dwr.virginia.gov/elk-cam/
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Shad Cam. Staff in DWR’s Aquatics Division oversee the Shad Cam, a webcam that allows viewers to 
watch the spring migration of shad and herring as they move through the fish ladder at Bosher’s Dam at 
Richmond on their way up the James River.  
 
Eagle Cam. Watchable Wildlife staff also formerly coordinated an Eagle Cam, located at Norfolk 
Botanical Garden, that provided views of a bald eagle nesting pair during the breeding season. Camera 
viewership was in the millions annually. However, one of the eagles was killed in a collision with an 
airplane from the adjacent Norfolk International Airport in 2012. The nest was removed due to concerns 
about bird aircraft strike hazards and the camera was decommissioned.  
 
Media Resources and Outreach 
In recent years, the Watchable Wildlife Program has shifted much of its 
interpretive work away from signage and instead has been focusing more on 
increasing online content for a variety of digital media. A more recent effort 
by the Watchable Wildlife Program has been updating species profiles on 
Virginia’s Species of Greatest Conservation Need. These webpages feature a 
mix of natural history, wildlife viewing, and conservation information, along 
with easy ways for the public to contribute. The Watchable Wildlife Program 
has also authored print and digital resources with how-to information on 
birding, and content for Notes from the Field, the DWR’s electronic newsletter. The most significant 
Watchable Wildlife Program contributions to the DWR’s digital media have been coordination of two 
DWR social media campaigns: Virginia is for Frogs and Year of the Bird. For DWR’s 2015 Virginia is for 
Frogs campaign, the Watchable Wildlife Program worked with the agency Herpetologist to develop a 
webpage full of resources for the public and educators; coordinated a “Frog Friday” featured weekly on 
DWR’s social media throughout the year; helped deliver special trainings for Virginia Master Naturalists 
and science educators; developed frog exhibit materials for use at events, including a special frog exhibit 
booth at the Virginia Living Museum; and developed promotional give-away items. This campaign, in 
particular the Frog Friday component, struck a chord with the public and garnered media attention. The 
DWR’s Outreach Media Team reported that Meltwater, a digital monitoring service, valued the news 
coverage spawned by Frog Friday at $20,000. In 2018, the Watchable Wildlife Program worked together 
with the agency’s Nongame Bird Conservation Biologist to support the international Year of the Bird, a 
centennial celebration of the Migratory Bird Treaty Act, with monthly DWR blog articles to support the 
campaign’s monthly themes. DWR’s Virginia Wildlife Magazine also featured an expanded bird section 
of their photo contest issue with a focus on migratory birds.  

https://dwr.virginia.gov/fishing/shadcam/
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Pre-K Through 12 Education 
Virginia Wildlife Grant Program. Launched in 
2014 in partnership with the Wildlife Foundation 
of Virginia, DWR has offered this grant program to 
connect youth to the outdoors. It provides a 
funding source to non-profits, schools, and 
government agencies in need of support for 
projects that will recruit and retain youth 
participation in outdoor recreational activities 
relevant to the DWR’s mission, including wildlife 
viewing. Wildlife viewing has been one of the 
grant program’s major areas of connection and 
support. It was the program’s most funded activity 
in 2017-2019, supporting 10 projects at nearly $20,000 in 2017, 10 projects at nearly $24,000 in 2018, 
and 6 projects at over $14,000 in 2019. Support of the Grant Program is generated through the sale of 
gear and other merchandise from Go Outdoors Virginia, private donations, and fundraising events.   
 
Project WILD. Project WILD is a Pre-K 12 education program provided to Virginia teachers through in-
service workshops. Teachers receive one of six Project WILD curriculum guides through DWR sponsored 
workshops. The guides contain interdisciplinary lessons that support state standards and wildlife 
management and natural resource concepts. Lessons get students outside as young scientists to explore 
the natural world through investigations and creative activities. Students have the opportunity to 
participate in wildlife based citizen science projects through teacher led field investigations on the 
school grounds. Each year DWR sponsors between 50 and 60 three to eight hour teacher in-service 
workshops reaching 600 – 800 teachers from pre K through grade 12. There is no cost to the school 
system or to the educators to attend the workshops or for the Project WILD guide and supplementary 
materials provided. 
 
Trout in the Classroom. Trout in the Classroom is an educational program in which elementary, middle, 
and high school students raise trout from eggs to fingerlings and then directly release the fish in a 
stream or river. The program is administered across the country through partnerships between schools, 
state wildlife agencies, and a variety of nongovernmental organizations. In Virginia, the Trout in the 
Classroom (TIC) program has been operating since 2005, with trout eggs supplied by DWR fish 
hatcheries and classroom presentations, field trips, and other technical assistance coordinated by 
partner organizations, especially Trout Unlimited. In some cases, Trout Unlimited chapters provide some 
of the equipment such as temperature-controlled tanks, necessary for the program; in others, schools 
write grants or obtain funding from other sources. When the trout are ready for release, local Trout 
Unlimited chapters work with DWR biologists to release the trout into agency-approved waters. The 
program increases student knowledge of water quality and conservation, with an underlying goal of 
connecting increasingly urban students with their local environments and wildlife resources in the 
Commonwealth. During the 2014-2015 school year, over 230 schools with 242 TIC tanks participated in 
the program (Trout Unlimited Virginia Council, 2020). 
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EDUCATION AND OUTREACH RELATED TO HUMAN-WILDLIFE INTERACTION 
DWR’s District Biologists and Watchable Wildlife staff provide information about human and wildlife 
interactions through a variety of methods including the development of promotional materials and 
direct technical assistance. For example, DWR has developed a series of campaigns to discourage 
feeding or getting too close to wildlife, due to the risks associated with the habituation of animals to 
humans. The most significant campaign is “Bear Aware” which provides guidance for avoiding conflict 
with bears around the home, while camping, and while in nature. With other state agencies, DWR also 
supports Bear Wise, a regional program developed by black bear biologists to provide information about 
how to keep bears wild and prevent problems between bears and neighborhoods and communities. 
Other publications focus on interacting with elk, leaving fawns alone, and managing backyard bird 
feeders. While the risk of disease is very small, the agency also provides guidance on risks emerging 
from potential contact with wildlife disease (e.g. Lyme disease, bear mange) and outreach on actions to 
avoid exposure. In the event that conflict with wildlife does occur, the Agency contracts with the United 
States Department of Agriculture (USDA) to host a Wildlife Conflict Helpline; this helpline fields 
thousands of calls annually and provides technical assistance to callers.  
 
In addition to general information on human-wildlife interactions, DWR 
develops targeted informational materials and classes about safety and 
best management practices for viewing and other outdoor related 
activities. DWR provides classes for more than 30,000 boaters, 10,000 
hunters, and hundreds of anglers and wildlife viewers each year to 
ensure the safety of wildlife recreationists. DWR also distributes 
information about recreational seasons, hunting and boating safety, and 
access restrictions through a variety of media including email, social 
media, advertisements, and the distribution of more than 250,000 print 
guides. Although conflicts between hunters and wildlife viewers are 
extremely rare, DWR works to promote coexistence between these 
recreation groups and to promote safety in areas where both activities 
occur, particularly on WMAs. All hunting season and WMA rules and 
access recommendations are listed on the agency’s website and at each 
WMA kiosk. The Watchable Wildlife Program also includes information 
about hunting seasons on the VBWT website, since some Trail sites are 
also used for hunting.  
 
 

https://bearwise.org/
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CONSERVATION POLICE OFFICERS 
DWR employs over 150 Conservation Police Officers that are responsible for enforcing wildlife, boat and 
fish regulations and all other criminal and regulatory laws in the Commonwealth and play a significant 
role in ensuring the safety of people, property and 
wildlife. Conservation Police Officers respond to 
nearly 59,000 calls for service each year that range 
from public safety to trespassing and wildlife crimes. 
In many instances, DWR’s Conservation Police are 
the first and only contact people have with the 
Agency and thus play a significant role in education 
and outreach, and in connecting the public to DWR. 
In fact, part of the Conservation Police mission is to 
“provide education and outreach in an effort to gain 
voluntary compliance with and promote public 
understanding and support of the Commonwealth’s 
wildlife, fish, and boating regulations.” Conservation 
Police provide education and outreach in a variety of 
ways including planning and organizing community 
outreach programs; teaching hunting, firearm, and 
boating safety; and participating in Agency outreach 
events.  
 
 
HOW WILDLIFE VIEWERS SUPPORT THE DWR 
 
Wildlife viewers and other wildlife enthusiasts are critical to the success of the DWR. Each year, wildlife 
viewers directly contribute volunteer time, observational data, and financial resources to support the 
agency’s work to conserve wildlife and habitats and connect people to nature.   
 
CITIZEN SCIENCE 
Opportunities for citizen science ‒ scientific research conducted by volunteer scientists, rather than or in 
collaboration with professional scientists ‒ provide an important connection between DWR and wildlife 
viewers. Most of the agency’s citizen science effort has been in the form of sponsorships to other groups 
that host citizen science programs, such as the Virginia Master Naturalist Program and the Virginia 
Bluebird Society. Over the years, several citizen science projects have originated from the efforts or 
proposals of agency personnel. Once initiated by the agency, many of these projects have eventually 
been outsourced to other groups, largely due to a lack of staff capacity. For example, the agency 
initiated a Frog and Toad Call Survey, which is now respectively coordinated by the Virginia Living 
Museum as part of Frog Watch. The Watchable Wildlife Program also promotes regional and national 
citizen science opportunities that occur annually, such as the Christmas Bird Count and Great Backyard 
Bird Count.  
 
Adopt-a-Trail 
To maintain up-to-date information on the VBWT’s 600 sites, the DWR’s Watchable Wildlife Program 
coordinates an Adopt-a-Trail Project, in which volunteer groups adopt local loop(s) of the Trail. 
Volunteers visit the sites 1-4 times a year to verify existing VBWT information on each site, evaluate site 
conditions, communicate with site owners or managers, and report on VBWT signage conditions. 
Volunteers also record their observations of birds and wildlife into the Wildlife Mapping project on 
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iNaturalist and eBird. The project was initiated in 2016 as a project within the Virginia Master Naturalist 
framework, but now welcomes participation from other groups. As an example, a professor at University 
of Virginia - Wise incorporated the project into a Vertebrate Zoology course in 2019 and continues to 
use the program within current curriculum.  Thus far, 50% of VBWT loops have been adopted and the 
Watchable Wildlife Program is actively recruiting additional volunteer groups in an effort to achieve a 
100% loop adoption rate. 
 
Virginia Master Naturalist (VMN) Program  
The VMN program is a statewide corps of volunteers providing 
education, outreach, and service dedicated to the beneficial 
management of natural resources and natural areas within their 
communities.  With 29 chapters across Virginia, the program aims 
to extend the capacities of both state and local natural resource 
agencies and organizations to be able achieve their missions in 
new ways, engage new audiences, and work towards creating a 
citizenry more informed about and involved in natural resource 
conservation and management. The program, because of its 
chapter-based structure, also promotes learning about, exploring, 
and stewarding natural areas through social groups. 
 
Local VMN chapters recruit and train volunteers through a 40+ hour course that includes both classroom 
and field instruction on a wide array of natural resource topics, including many wildlife and habitat-
related topics. In a typical year, 400 new volunteers graduate from the VMN basic training course and 
2,200 or more VMN volunteers report service in four primary areas: education, stewardship, citizen 
science, and chapter administration. In 2019, VMN volunteers contributed more than 45,000 hours of 
stewardship to improve local natural resource conditions on more than 580 sites through invasive plant 
management in parks, creation and maintenance of habitats for pollinators and other wildlife, trail 
maintenance of hundreds of miles of trails, and litter cleanup events. Volunteers also contributed more 
than 63,000 hours of time to more than 50 citizen science studies of birds, phenology, mammals, 
butterflies, stream health, and more. In addition, volunteers made more than 170,000 contacts through 
educational programs in their communities that totaled 47,000 hours of service. These programs 
included day camps and afterschool programs for youth, talks for local community groups, and activities 
at numerous special events, such as local Earth Day celebrations. Since the program’s inception in 2005, 
VMN volunteers have contributed more than one million hours of service with a value of more than 
$23.8 million to the Commonwealth of Virginia.   
 
The VMN program is based at Virginia Tech and Virginia Cooperative Extension, but it is co-sponsored by 
six other state agencies, including DWR.  As a founding sponsor of the VMN program, DWR provides 
state-level funding that supports program staff, volunteer recognition items, educational events, and 
general program infrastructure.  DWR staff serve as advisors for approximately 25% of VMN chapters 
and as instructors for numerous basic training courses and continuing education programs.  DWR staff 
also serve as contacts or coordinators for projects that involve VMN volunteers, including statewide 
projects such as the Adopt-a-Trail project for the Virginia Bird and Wildlife Trail and local projects, and 
stewardship work at some Wildlife Management Areas.  The VMN program provides DWR and its other 
sponsoring agencies with a platform to communicate with a constituency of wildlife watchers who may 
not be otherwise connected with the agency.  DWR regularly provides content for the VMN newsletter 
and social media, online and in-person continuing education events, and information about volunteer 
opportunities. 



39 

Some key collaborative projects between the VMN program and DWR include: 

● The Virginia Bird and Wildlife Trail Adopt-a-Trail project. VMN chapters adopt sites on the 
Virginia Bird and Wildlife Trail at which they document and report observations of wildlife and 
monitor for trail conditions and access issues.  Thus far, VMN chapters have adopted 50% of the 
VBWT loops. They have been instrumental in helping DWR update their VBWT database, 
recommending the removal of sites due to access or quality issues and the nomination of new 
VBWT sites, such as Windsor Castle Park in Smithfield. They have also provided insight and 
feedback to DWR on how to improve the VBWT program as a whole based on their 
communications with individual VBWT site owners and managers.  

● Demonstration habitat projects. VMN chapters have collaborated with DWR personnel to create 
new habitat gardens using native plants on publicly accessible sites such as Pleasant Grove in 
Fluvanna County, Yowell Meadow Park in Culpeper, and schoolyards in York and Poquoson. 

● Projects at Wildlife Management Areas. VMN chapters have assisted with stewardship, 
education, and citizen science at DWR’s Wildlife Management Areas. For example, at Merrimac 
Farm Wildlife Management Area in Prince William County, VMN volunteers have planted and 
maintained a wildlife habitat garden, re-blazed trails to improve public access, provided general 
cleanup assistance, and co-led educational events for the public. 

● Fisheries projects. VMN collaborations with DWR are not limited to land. VMN volunteers have 
assisted DWR personnel with fish stocking, fish surveys, freshwater mussel counts, and aquatic 
habitat improvements at sites like Claytor Lake State Park. 

● Vernal Pool Cooperative of Virginia. VMN volunteers are trained by Virginia Commonwealth 
University, DWR, and veteran VMN volunteers to seek out and monitor vernal pools on public 
properties. Once trained, VMN volunteers establish contact with the natural resource manager 
of a property for guidance and needed permissions as well as collect data on species-use within 
that property's vernal pools. From 2014 to present, volunteers have collected over 34,000 data 
measurements which are accessible to project managers including DWR staff and partners at 
Virginia Commonwealth University.  

 
Virginia Breeding Bird Atlases  
The largest citizen science projects undertaken by the agency (and the largest in the Commonwealth) to 
date have been the two Virginia Breeding Bird Atlases (VABBA and VABBA2). The first Atlas was 
conducted from 1985-1989, and the second from 2016-2020. These Atlas projects document the 
geographic distribution and breeding and population status of Virginia’s diverse breeding bird 
communities, and are vital for not only providing information critical for conservation planning and 
action, but also for their extensive engagement with volunteers and partner organizations.  The VABBA2 
project recruited 1,500 volunteer citizen scientists who contributed data to the project’s eBird portal. 
Additionally, the project engaged with over 58 NGOs, 8 universities, and many county, state, and federal 
agencies to build a network of avian conservation partners. During the data-collection phase of this 
effort, over 80 programs and workshops were held around the state, reaching thousands of wildlife 
viewers, including birders, Master Naturalists, students, and more. When the project completed its final 
field season in 2020, the VABBA2 database included over 600,000 breeding records and over 5 million 
birds reported by volunteers, and over 70,000 hours of volunteer effort logged to the project. Starting in 
2021, VABBA2 data will be reviewed, analyzed, and compared to the first VABBA to shed light on 
changes in Virginia’s avian communities over the past thirty years, with the ultimate goal of helping to 
inform future avian management and conservation strategies. However, the community of volunteers 
cultivated throughout this project represent an additional key resource developed through this effort. 
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Many of these volunteers stand ready and eager 
to engage with DWR on future wildlife and habitat 
monitoring efforts.  
 
Wildlife Mapping 
The other long-running citizen science project 
organized by the agency has been Wildlife 
Mapping, a project of the Watchable Wildlife 
Program. Wildlife Mapping started in 1997, 
originally as a partnership with the Virginia 
Master Naturalists, to document the distribution 
of Virginia’s wildlife in order to augment the work 
of DWR’s biologists and partners. In 2015, the 
project was updated to utilize the iNaturalist 
platform for data entry, making the project open 
to public participation and modernizing the data 
entry process. DWR’s highest priority with the 
project is to collect data on Virginia’s Species of 
Greatest Conservation Need, as listed in Virginia’s Wildlife Action Plan. Once verified by DWR staff, 
observations gathered from this project are added to the Virginia Species Observations database, which 
is maintained by DWR and used to assist environmental review and conservation planning efforts. 
Participation in this project has been high over the years, particularly by the Virginia Master Naturalists. 
By October of 2020, 522 people had reported 41,892 observations of wildlife to DWR’s Wildlife Mapping 
Project in iNaturalist.  
 
FINANCIAL SUPPORT 
DWR’s personnel and programs are supported through a variety of funding streams, including both 
federal funding (WSFR) and constituent-driven funding. The latter includes purchases of hunting and 
fishing licenses and access permits, as well as boat taxes, titles and registrations. DWR approaches 
recreationists as having dynamic and overlapping identities, and it is clear from previous research 
(Cooper et al., 2015) that wildlife recreationists participate in multiple kinds of recreation; for example, 
some hunters also view birds and other wildlife, and some wildlife viewers also participate in boating 
and recreational shooting. Wildlife viewers undoubtedly purchase some number of these licenses, 
permits, and registrations each year. Additionally, wildlife viewers purchase state and federal duck 
stamps; the money generated from these stamps is dedicated to wetland habitat restoration. Additional 
funding streams to which wildlife viewers and other constituents contribute include:  
 
Sales Tax 
Wildlife enthusiasts fund DWR through a portion (2%) of the state sales tax applied to outdoor-related 
goods and equipment, as stipulated by House Bill 38, which was passed by the Virginia General 
Assembly in 1998 and implemented in 2000. House Bill 38 allows for the transfer of up to $13 million 
annually to the Department from these taxes. The amount distributed each year is tied directly to the 
figures provided in the National Survey of Fishing, Hunting, and Wildlife-Associated Recreation, 
conducted every five years by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service and the U.S. Census Bureau. The 
maximum amount that can be received by DWR is calculated by adding the “Equipment” and “Auxiliary 
Equipment” expenditures in Virginia for hunting, fishing, and wildlife watching and multiplying that total 
by 0.02. These expenditure categories include optics, hunting and fishing supplies, wildlife viewing 
supplies, and some hiking and camping equipment. 
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Nongame Fund 
Wildlife viewers can also donate directly to DWR’s threatened and endangered species programs by tax 
checkoff or direct donations to the nongame fund. Donations to the nongame fund fluctuates widely but 
averages about $150,000 annually. All monies contributed are used to conserve and manage 
endangered species and other nongame wildlife or to support opportunities for viewing these species. 
"Nongame wildlife" includes protected wildlife, endangered and threatened wildlife, aquatic wildlife, 
specialized habitat wildlife both terrestrial and aquatic, and mollusks, crustaceans, and other 
invertebrates under the jurisdiction of the Board of Wildlife Resources. 
 
License Plates 
In addition, wildlife enthusiasts can purchase a “wildlife conservationist” license plate, for which 
proceeds are returned to DWR’s general fund, which supports the agency’s work across all divisions, 
programs, and projects. Nine different license plates highlight a variety of species, including the 
largemouth bass, black bear, bluebird, brook trout, bald eagle, mallard, turkey, and whitetail deer. The 
newest conservationist license plate was released in October 2020 and features the state salamander, 
the red salamander. The sale of the conservationist license plate generates an average of $375,000 
annually.  
 
Restore the Wild 
Launched in April 2019, Restore the Wild is a membership initiative that provides an opportunity for 
wildlife viewers to contribute to DWR and join in the agency’s mission to conserve Virginia’s wildlife. All 
proceeds from the membership initiative are dedicated to habitat restoration efforts which benefit 
native flora and fauna. Members at all levels receive an access permit that carries the same benefits and 
status as a hunting or fishing license relative to entry onto DWR properties. Restore the Wild continues 
to evolve as a program to include a more general call for support since the inception of the initiative in 
2019, allowing individuals to donate their time, money or expertise to “restoring the wild.” To date, 
Restore the Wild has raised over $46,000 and funded six habitat projects covering more than 180 acres. 
These projects have benefitted two federally endangered species, rusty-patched bumble bee and red-
cockaded woodpecker, plus numerous other species. DWR continues to look for ways to use the 
framework of Restore the Wild to connect people to DWR and conservation through events and other 
opportunities, such as an inaugural “Run for the Wild” virtual event and citizen science projects. 
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SWOT ANALYSIS 

The SAC and TAC for this plan performed a SWOT analysis, a tool used often in strategic planning to 
consider the internal strengths (S) and weaknesses (W) and external opportunities (O) and threats (T) 
that will define the success of a project or organization. For this plan, strengths include the unique 
resources or capabilities the DWR has that could be used to support wildlife viewing, while weaknesses 
refer to internal structures or policies and staffing or budgeting constraints that might limit the capacity 
of the agency to support wildlife viewing. Opportunities draw attention to gaps for supporting wildlife 
viewing that the DWR might fill and any conditions that are changing nationally or in the state that may 
expand the role or relevancy of the DWR for wildlife viewing. Threats, on the other hand, include 
potential national or state-level changes, including in legislation or funding, that may restrict the 
capacity or relevancy of the DWR for wildlife viewing. Conducting a SWOT analysis for the Wildlife 
Viewing Plan allowed the SAC and TAC to think strategically about the broader context for this Wildlife 
Viewing Plan and develop a plan that is likely to be successful given the agency’s internal and external 
realities. This analysis also highlighted new possibilities for DWR to support wildlife viewing in creative 
and innovative ways. The following table summarizes each component of the SWOT analysis. 

STRENGTHS (internal to DWR) WEAKNESSES (internal to DWR) 

Knowledgeable and passionate DWR personnel 
across divisions, including the Watchable Wildlife 
Program 

 
Funding sources that can connect wildlife viewers 
to the agency 

 
Programming for wildlife viewing, including 
festivals and web cameras 

 
Public lands and waters 
 
Digital and print outreach materials, including the 
DWR website, magazine, and newsletter  
 
Partnerships and relationships with conservation 
organizations, other agencies, volunteers, and 
license purchasers 

 
Agency mission, vision, and strategic planning 
formally reflect the importance of connecting 
people to wildlife and wildlife viewing  
 
Increasing attention to wildlife viewing within the 
agency 
 
Data on wildlife observations submitted by citizen 
scientists and agency volunteers  

Limited staff with a focus on wildlife viewing and 
addition of personnel takes a long time 
 
Difficult for the public to identify and contact 
DWR biologists  
 
Limited interagency coordination and organizing 
structure for wildlife viewing programs and 
services 
 
Limited agency funding currently generated from 
viewers presents challenges for sustainably 
prioritizing and supporting wildlife viewing 
 
Wildlife viewing on WMAs constrained by safety 
concerns related to simultaneous use of WMAs 
for hunting and viewing, general lack of 
information about the purpose of WMAs and 
their location, and limitations on infrastructure 
and recreation activities on WMAs 
 
Limited staff capacity to expand and fully support 
opportunities to engage in citizen science 

 
Residual prioritization of hunting and angling due 
to agency history and funding streams 
Limited communication about how the agency 
uses data contributed by citizen scientists  
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OPPORTUNITIES (external to DWR) THREATS (external to DWR) 

Abundant and unique wildlife and viewing 
opportunities around the state 

 
Growing interest in wildlife, wildlife viewing, 
native plants, backyard habitat, wildlife 
photography 
 
Growing awareness of human impacts on nature 
 
Potential to expand access to viewing locations, 
including on private lands  
 
Potential for new and existing federal and 
agency-level funding streams to expand support 
for wildlife viewing   

 
Potential to provide additional support for 
viewing among a variety of groups, including 
youth and young adults, people of color, urban 
populations, and beginning viewers 
 
Potential to connect more people to citizen 
science opportunities and to communicate the 
value and use of collected data 
 
Potential to use online platforms to promote 
wildlife and wildlife viewing 
 
Potential to form partnerships for enduring, 
large-scale impact with local, regional, and 
national nature-based organizations, county and 
local governments, and state parks 

 
Opportunities to engage volunteers through DWR 
Wildlife Ambassadors, VA Master Naturalists, and 
citizen science, especially the VABBA2 network 

Human pressure on wildlife and habitats, 
including human population growth, 
urbanization, privatization, habitat loss, and 
degradation 
 
Broad social trends including increasing 
limitations in free time, reliance on technology, 
and fear of wildlife and/or the outdoors 
 
Recreational pressure on and potential loss of 
existing access points for wildlife viewing 
 
Potential funding limitations emerging from 
reliance on sales tax transferred to the agency 
from state and federal government  
 
Limited public awareness of how state wildlife 
conservation is funded 

 
Increase in technology-assisted wildlife viewing 
through social media, apps, and wildlife cameras 
may reduce direct outdoor experiences 

 
Distrust and differences in interests and values 
between constituency groups, including different 
recreation types and recreationists in different 
geographic regions 
 
Funding sources for nongame species are focused 
on conserving endangered species or species of 
greatest conservation need, rather than 
connecting people to wildlife and the outdoors  
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PART IV: Wildlife Recreation Study 
 
 
 
The Fish and Wildlife Relevancy Roadmap points to the need for agencies to conduct and apply social 
science to identify, understand, and plan for engagement with groups outside of the hunting and angling 
communities they have traditionally served (AFWA & WMI 2019). Consistent with the recommendations 
of the Relevancy Roadmap, DWR contracted with researchers at Virginia Tech to conduct human 
dimensions research on the behaviors and interests of the growing number and diversity of wildlife 
recreationists throughout the Commonwealth of Virginia. This mixed-methods study included focus 
groups (Grooms et al., 2019) and a survey conducted with birders, other wildlife viewers, hunters, and 
anglers (Grooms et al., 2020), as well as a web-based stakeholder analysis (Tsang et al., in review). An 
overview of each phase of this study and key findings are described below. 
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WILDLIFE RECREATION FOCUS GROUPS 

Adapted from Wildlife Recreationists in Virginia: Focus Group Results (Grooms et al., 2019)  
 
Methods 
A series of eight focus groups were conducted across the Commonwealth between March and July 2018 
with four wildlife recreation groups: birders, general wildlife viewers, hunters, and anglers (Grooms et al. 
2019). Two 90-minute focus groups were held with each of the four recreation groups, and each focus 
group included up to 15 participants. A total of 83 recreationists participated in the focus groups, 
including 53 men and 31 women. Participants represented 36 counties in Virginia and were 
predominantly avid recreationists, many having 26+ years of involvement within their recreation group. 
Semi-structured focus group conversations explored recreationists’ conservation behaviors; awareness 
of and trust in DWR; satisfaction with DWR programs; perceptions of relative treatment of various 
wildlife recreation groups; and willingness to support DWR and expectations for doing so. Recordings of 
each event were transcribed and coded to identify themes of responses and allow for comparisons 
among the four recreation groups. 
 
Key Findings 
Conservation behaviors. Recreationists participated in multiple conservation behaviors, and most 
commonly discussed educating others about wildlife viewing and conservation and enhancing habitat 
for wildlife. Their motivations for contributing to conservation were mostly related to their desire to 
interact with others (i.e., affiliative motives), to decompress and have fun (i.e., appreciative motives), 
and to prevent species decline and habitat loss (i.e., protecting wildlife motives). Primary constraints to 
conservation behaviors differed among recreation groups. Birders and wildlife viewers noted structural 
constraints, such as lack of time, money, and poor personal health as impeding their conservation 
behaviors.  
 
Awareness of and experiences with DWR. Focus groups participants also discussed their perception of 
DWR’s role and their familiarity and satisfaction with the agency’s programs and services. All groups of 
recreationists considered DWR to have roles in: 1) serving the needs of hunters and anglers, 2) 
conserving and managing wildlife and habitat, and 3) connecting people to wildlife and conservation. 
Recreationists were familiar with a variety of DWR programs and services, which were grouped into the 
following categories: 1) wildlife and habitat research and management, 2) hunter and angler programs, 
3) wildlife viewing programs, 4) outreach and conservation education, 5) citizen science and volunteer 
opportunities, 6) recreation access, and 7) laws and regulations. Birders and wildlife viewers were more 
familiar with programs related to wildlife viewing and outreach and conservation education (e.g., 
festivals and organizations sponsored by the agency). Birders and wildlife viewers also mentioned their 
experiences using WMAs and the VBWT. Additionally, all four recreation groups had experience with 
services and programs related to citizen science and volunteer opportunities, such as the Virginia 
Breeding Bird Atlas. All four recreation groups were generally satisfied with their experiences with DWR 
programs and services. Specifically, birders and wildlife viewers discussed their satisfaction with DWR 
conservation courses and environmental education efforts. All four wildlife recreation groups also spoke 
about their overall satisfaction with the agency and DWR employees. Dissatisfaction in DWR programs 
and services was less common, especially among birders and viewers; however, these groups did 
express some frustration with what they perceived to be limited management of habitat for nongame 
wildlife by the agency.  
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Trust and perceived equity. Birders and wildlife viewers were generally less trusting of the DWR than 
hunters and anglers and focused discussion on the factors that would improve their trust. Trust in the 
agency among birders and wildlife viewers was often rooted in positive, personal interactions with DWR 
employees and positive perceptions of past demonstrated effectiveness by the agency. Birders 
described their trust in the agency improving when agency employees engaged with their local bird 
clubs, maintained sustained relationships with them, and were perceived as having similar values. All 
four recreation groups also noted their trust would improve if the agency had access to more resources 
(e.g., funding and staff) to serve their recreational needs. Birder and wildlife viewer distrust in the DWR 
tended to be based on perceptions of the agency not meeting their needs and on perceived unfairness 
in agency policies and processes. Birders and wildlife viewers discussed feeling that hunters and anglers 
were better served by the agency and attributed this to not having a mechanism similar to hunter and 
angler funding (e.g., Pittman-Robertson excise tax, license sales) by which they could contribute funds to 
the agency.  
 
Supporting DWR. All four wildlife recreation groups were generally willing to support DWR and noted 
four main methods to do so: 1) donating or providing funds, 2) involving others in DWR activities, 3) 
participating in DWR programs, and 4) volunteering. Involving others in DWR activities was the most 
common mode of support discussed by all recreationist groups. Monetary donations and contributions 
were a less prominent mode of support, but included the purchase of hunting and fishing licenses, funds 
provided through the Pittman-Robertson Act, Virginia’s House Bill 38, and contributions to the nongame 
fund. Compared to hunters and anglers, birders and wildlife viewers more often discussed supporting 
the agency through volunteer work. Many recreationists also discussed expectations coupled with their 
support. Birders and wildlife viewers wanted their support to benefit their recreation activities and to 
provide tangible results and feedback.  
 
 
WILDLIFE RECREATION SURVEY 

Adapted from Supporting Wildlife Recreationists in Virginia: Survey report to inform the Virginia 
Department of Wildlife Resources’ Wildlife Viewing Plan (Grooms et al., 2020) 
 
Methods 
In order to collect generalizable information about wildlife recreationists in Virginia, Virginia Tech 
researchers conducted a survey with two different samples: a random sample of Virginia residents 
(hereafter, “Public”) and a second sample of recreationists currently connected to DWR through hunting 
and fishing license sales, the agency’s Notes from the Field e-newsletter, or the Virginia Breeding Bird 
Atlas (hereafter, “DWR-affiliated”) (Grooms et al. 2020). The survey was administered online and, for 
the public sample only, also by mail, between October 2019 and January 2020, followed by a non-
response survey conducted between December 2019 and May 2020. The survey questionnaire was 
developed based on insights from the focus groups described above (Grooms et al. 2019), feedback 
from the Stakeholder and Technical Advisory Committees of this Wildlife Viewing Plan, and past 
research on the survey topics. The survey explored respondents’ wildlife recreation identities (i.e., 
hunter, angler, birder, and wildlife viewer); participation in wildlife recreation and conservation; 
experiences with and perceptions of DWR; and interest in future engagement with DWR through 
conservation, funding streams, and communications.  
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Key Findings 
A total of 3626 surveys were returned; this includes 2610 responses from the DWR-affiliated sample 
(response rate = 20.4%) and 1016 responses from the Public sample (response rate = 7.7%). For both 
samples, the majority of respondents were male, above the age of 60, White, and non-Hispanic/Latino. 
Most respondents also had a Bachelor’s degree or higher, a total annual income of at least $75,000 per 
year, and lived in rural areas. The majority of respondents in both the Public and DWR-affiliated samples 
identified as wildlife viewers and birders. Because birding is a form of wildlife viewing, we grouped 
wildlife viewers and birders together as “all viewers,” which represented a total of 77.2% of respondents 
in the DWR-affiliated sample (n = 2015) and 68.2% of respondents in the Public sample (n = 693). In both 
samples, the majority of hunters and anglers also identified as birders and/or wildlife viewers.  
 
Virginia’s wildlife viewers. Compared to their representation in Virginia’s population, people who are 
non-White, Hispanic/Latino, or female; those who have less formal education than a Bachelor’s degree; 
people residing in urban or suburban areas; people under the age of 54; and those who earn less than 
$50,000 a year were under-represented among viewers in our study. The majority of self-identified 
birders and wildlife viewers in our Public sample had more than 10 years of experience with birding or 
wildlife viewing, respectively. For both birding and wildlife viewing, years of experience was related to 
strength of identity as a birder or wildlife viewer; the mean number of days participated in birding and 
wildlife viewing over the last year; and the percent of days travelled away from home for viewing.  
 
Wildlife viewing locations. The survey explored how birders and other wildlife viewers currently use 
public and private lands and how DWR might enhance access to viewing in these locations. Wildlife 
Management Areas (WMAs) and Virginia Bird and Wildlife Trail (VBWT) sites were used by fewer wildlife 
viewers and birders than other public lands, including other state-managed areas (e.g., state parks, state 
forests, boat landings, and Natural Area Preserves). Comparing use of WMAs and VBWT sites, more 
wildlife viewers and birders in both samples reported visiting WMAs for their activities than VBWT sites. 
Among all viewers (including birders and wildlife viewers) who had not used WMAs and VBWT sites in 
the past five years, the most common perceived constraint was a lack of awareness of where to access 
these lands. Almost half of all viewers thought DWR could better support their viewing activities by 
providing more information about accessing VBWT sites and WMAs and where to go to see birds and 
other wildlife, and between 30 and 40% of all viewers indicated that DWR could support them by 
providing more access to locations for seeing birds and other wildlife. The vast majority of all viewers 
had participated in birding and wildlife viewing around their home.  
 
Types of wildlife viewers. Consistent with DWR’s approach to wildlife recreationists as dynamic and 
overlapping, survey responses allowed the identification of four “recreation types” that account for the 
multiple and intersecting recreation identities of wildlife viewers. These types included Birder-viewers 
(Public n = 352, DWR-affiliated n = 534), Viewer-hunter-anglers (Public n = 270, DWR-affiliated n = 1076), 
and Birder-viewer-hunter-anglers (Public n = 81, DWR-affiliated n = 436). The analysis also identified 
Hunter-anglers (Public n = 104, DWR-affiliated n = 300) among survey respondents. Individuals in the 
four recreation types differed in expected ways in terms of the average amount of time they spent 
birding, wildlife viewing, hunting, and fishing over the past year and over their lifetimes. Across 
recreation types, Birder-viewer-hunter-anglers spent the greatest amount of time in the past year 
birding and wildlife viewing; Viewer-hunter-anglers spent more time hunting and fishing than other 
recreation types. These patterns suggest that, on average, wildlife recreationists who participate in 
multiple recreation activities spend more time engaged in each form of wildlife recreation. The four 
recreation types were also characterized by a few notable differences in socio-demographics. The vast 
majority of Hunter-anglers, Viewer-hunter-anglers, and Birder-Viewer-hunter-anglers were male, while 



48 

the majority of Birder-viewers were female. Birder-viewers also had the most formal education among 
the recreation types.  
 
Wildlife viewers and conservation. We measured five broad categories of conservation behavior among 
wildlife recreationists, including: 1) informing or teaching others about wildlife conservation; 2) 
improving habitat on public or private lands; 3) advocating or voting related to wildlife conservation; 4) 
collecting data on wildlife or habitat to contribute to science or management; and 5) contributing to 
fundraising efforts for wildlife conservation. Recreation types that included a birder identity component 
(i.e., Birder-viewers and Birder-viewer-hunter-anglers) had higher levels of participation in all five 
conservation behaviors measured in our survey, compared to recreation types that lacked a birder 
identity component. ‘Benefiting wildlife’ was the top motivator for all five conservation behaviors, 
followed closely by ‘accomplishing something important’ and, for some behaviors, ‘doing something 
enjoyable’. In contrast, recreationists who did not participate in conservation behaviors most often 
indicated that not having enough time was an ‘extremely’ or ‘very important’ barrier to their 
participation. 
 
Perceptions of and trust in DWR. As expected, wildlife recreationists in the DWR-affiliated sample were 
more familiar with the agency than recreationists in the Public sample. On average, respondents from all 
four recreation types thought that DWR currently gives higher priority to hunters and anglers than 
birders and other wildlife viewers. Across the recreation types, Birder-viewer-hunter-anglers had the 
highest mean levels of trust in the agency, while Birder-viewers had the lowest mean levels of trust. 
Among the recreation types, Birder-viewers had the highest rates of participation within the past five 
years with the VBWT, volunteer research and wildlife data collection, and wildlife organizations 
sponsored by DWR. With the exception of law enforcement, Birder-viewer-hunter-anglers had the 
highest rates of participation in all other DWR programs and services listed in the survey. All recreation 
types generally expressed high levels of satisfaction in all DWR programs they had used.  
 
DWR support for wildlife viewers. All DWR-affiliated viewers preferred electronic modes of 
communication commonly used by DWR, especially email updates, e-newsletters, and the DWR website, 
while all Public viewers preferred communication via printed materials. In response to a question about 
what DWR could do to better support their recreation activities in Virginia, a majority of Birder-viewers 
desired access to more places to go birding and wildlife viewing, as well as more information about 
accessing WMAs and sites along the VBWT, compared to the other recreation types. Satisfaction with 
existing DWR programs and services was high among those who had engaged with them, with the 
majority of respondents reporting that they were ‘somewhat’ or ‘extremely satisfied’ with the 
experience.  
 
Wildlife viewer support for DWR. The majority of Birder-viewers and Birder-viewer-hunter-anglers 
reported they were likely to support DWR within the next 12 months through conservation activities 
including habitat management, collecting data, advocacy, fundraising, or teaching others. Birder-viewers 
were least likely among recreation types to have purchased any Virginia hunting, angling, or sportsman 
licenses within the past year.. Although few survey respondents had purchased a DWR Restore the Wild 
Membership (0.6 - 2.4%), there was high interest among recreation types with a birder identity in 
purchasing this membership in the future.  
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WEB-BASED STAKEHOLDER ANALYSIS 

For additional details, see Tsang et al. (in review) 
 
Methods 
The focus groups and surveys conducted in this study explored the interests and experiences of 
individual wildlife viewers. Those data were supplemented with a web-based stakeholder analysis 
focused on the activities of wildlife viewing organizations, including federal, state, and local agencies, 
non-governmental organizations, and businesses (hereafter, collectively referred to as organizations). 
Between May and August 2019, researchers at Virginia Tech analyzed the websites of 214 organizations 
in Virginia that conduct or promote wildlife viewing activities in the state. Identification of wildlife 
viewing organizations began with brainstorming by the SAC and TAC, followed by a systematic Google 
search (Tsang et al., in review). Guided by the goals of the Wildlife Viewing Plan, information on the 
characteristics of wildlife viewing organizations; how these stakeholders engage with wildlife; and their 
involvement in conservation activities was collected from organization websites.  
 
Key Findings 
Of the organizations analyzed, 20 were the affiliations of SAC members; 35 were identified through 
brainstorming by members of the SAC and TAC; and 159 additional organizations were identified 
through a systematic Google search. These organizations included 35 county and independent city 
government bodies (16% of organizations), 17 federal government agencies (8%), 15 state government 
agencies (7%), 36 businesses (17%) and 111 NGOs (52%), which included clubs, nature centers, 
museums, foundations, and conservancies. There was a strong geographic trend in the distribution of 
wildlife viewing organizations in the state, with over twice as many organizations headquartered or 
active in the coastal and northeastern metropolitan areas of Virginia (DWR Regions 1 and 4) than in the 
inland and more rural central and southwestern regions (DWR Regions 2 and 3).  
 
Recreation activities. The majority of organizations analyzed indicated an interest in all wildlife in 
general on their websites, and a third showed a specific interest in viewing birds. Few organizations 
specifically mentioned a focus on or activities directed towards amphibians and reptiles, fish, or insects 
and spiders. In terms of how organizations interact with wildlife, the majority were involved in wildlife 
observation or data collection, while around 20% promoted handling or feeding wildlife or wildlife 
photography. This analysis also confirmed at an organizational level the overlap between wildlife 
viewing and hunting and angling activities seen among individuals in the Wildlife Recreation Survey. 
Hunting and/or angling activities were promoted by almost a third of the Virginia wildlife viewing 
organizations included in the study. Importantly, the vast majority of these organizations were local, 
state, or federal government agencies. 
 
Conservation activities. Based on their websites, wildlife viewing organizations in Virginia most 
commonly distribute resources, including providing online information about wildlife and wildlife 
viewing, offering products or services, and conferring grants and scholarships. The majority of 
organizations also hosted or connected viewers to social activities. While over 40% of organizations 
mentioned programming for youth on their websites, only three organizations described any sort of 
targeted focus on engaging ethno-racial minorities with wildlife or wildlife viewing. Almost half of 
organizations indicated involvement in habitat management, with ten times as many organizations 
involved in or supporting land stewardship on public lands, compared to private lands. Over a third of 
organizations collected data on wildlife, with far fewer involved in monitoring habitats or environmental 
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conditions. Overall, wildlife viewing organizations demonstrated the least involvement in activities such 
as advocating or fundraising for conservation causes. 
 
 

APPLYING HUMAN DIMENSIONS RESEARCH 

Results from each phase of the Wildlife Recreation Study were presented to the SAC and TAC during 
planning meetings, in order to support the development of data-driven goals, objectives, and strategies 
for this Wildlife Viewing Plan. Initial focus groups with wildlife recreationists provided rich and detailed 
insight into the recreation and conservation experiences of hunters, anglers, birders, and other wildlife 
viewers in their own words. Subsequent surveys with recreationists already affiliated with DWR and a 
random sample of the Virginia public produced more generalizable findings that were used to 
understand the wildlife viewing community as a whole and how wildlife viewing intersects with other 
kinds of wildlife recreation. Finally, a web-based stakeholder analysis provided information about the 
breadth of organizations and agencies that support wildlife viewing in Virginia and the resources and 
activities they provide. This analysis infused the planning process for this Wildlife Viewing Plan with 
information about the priorities of the many wildlife viewing organizations that were not represented 
on the SAC. 
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PART V: Values, Goals, Objectives, and Strategies 
 
 
 
This section of the Wildlife Viewing Plan presents values, goals, objectives, and strategies to guide 
DWR’s engagement with wildlife viewers in Virginia through 2031. The following values statement 
expresses core ideas about desirable ends (or outcomes) and means (general approaches that should be 
used to pursue those outcomes) for DWR’s management of wildlife viewing opportunities. These values 
provide guidance on the principles and priorities that should orient all of DWR’s efforts related to 
wildlife viewing under this plan.  
 
 
VALUES STATEMENT 
 
This Wildlife Viewing Plan is grounded in the following assertions:  
 

1. Wildlife and their habitats have value and should be protected. 

2. There can be no wildlife-related recreation without wildlife conservation. Active conservation, 
monitoring, and/or management are required in order to maintain healthy wildlife populations, 
flourishing habitats, and sustainable opportunities for wildlife-related recreation. 

3. The wildlife and other natural resources of Virginia are a public trust, managed by the state for 
the benefit of all residents of the Commonwealth. This trust entails a shared privilege and 
responsibility to ethically engage with and steward Virginia’s natural resources. 

4. Wildlife organizations and agencies should work cooperatively to expand exposure to and 
experience with the unique and diverse wildlife of Virginia through education, outreach, and 
volunteer and wildlife viewing opportunities.  
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Wildlife viewing opportunities in Virginia should be: 
 

Connected to wildlife conservation: Wildlife viewing opportunities should promote 
conservation and cultivate a stewardship ethic among Virginia residents.  
 
Sustainable: Opportunities for wildlife viewing should be biologically, socially, and financially 
sustainable over time. Viewing opportunities should support, and not undermine, the health of 
wildlife and their habitats. Further, wildlife viewers should engage with wildlife responsibly, 
ethically, and respectfully, to ensure the sustainability of wildlife populations, habitats, and 
viewing opportunities. Additionally, viewing opportunities should be prioritized and supported 
with stable funding.  
 
Diverse: Abundant and varied opportunities for engaging with the rich variety of naturally 
occurring wildlife and habitats in Virginia should be available throughout the state. High-quality 
wildlife viewing experiences should be accessible and promoted to all people in the 
Commonwealth.  
 
Evidence-based: Wildlife viewing opportunities should be adapted over time, based on the best 
available science and information regarding, among other topics, the status of wildlife 
populations, the impacts of recreation on wildlife and their habitats, demographic and cultural 
change, and public preferences for viewing experiences.  
 

 
GOALS, OBJECTIVES, AND STRATEGIES 
 

The following goals, objectives, and strategies build from the principles contained in the Values 
Statement above to provide DWR with direction for increasing participation in wildlife viewing and 
strengthening mutual support between the agency and wildlife viewers. For the purposes of this plan, 
goals are broad statements that capture overarching ideas about what DWR should strive to accomplish 
related to wildlife viewing. The following goals were co-produced by the SAC and TAC for this plan, 
based on initial planning conversations about the challenges to broader participation in wildlife viewing 
in Virginia and meaningful engagement between wildlife viewers and DWR. Each goal is accompanied by 
multiple objectives - specific targets or milestones that will contribute to the realization of plan goals. 
Unlike goals, objectives are generally more measurable and have determined timelines. Unless 
otherwise noted, the timeframe for achievement of all objectives in this plan is 2031, the end of this 
plan period. Each objective is followed by strategies, a suite of methods the agency might use to achieve 
the plan’s objectives. The objectives and strategies for this plan were developed by members of the TAC, 
with assistance from researchers at Virginia Tech, to capture the conversations and ideas from 
combined meetings between the SAC and TAC. Actionable steps suggested during the planning process 
are referred to in this plan as tactics and are included in Appendix C, organized underneath the 
strategies that encompass them.  
 
The four goals of the Wildlife Viewing Plan are presented below as distinct areas of work to be 
conducted by DWR. In reality, the goals of this plan are closely connected to each other and progress on 
any one goal or objective may contribute to the achievement of others. For example, as the agency 
works to improve communication about and access to its lands and waterways for wildlife viewing (Goal 
2, Objective 1) and promote Virginia Bird and Wildlife Trail sites (Goal 2, Objective 2), it may also 
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facilitate increased engagement in wildlife viewing by diverse members of the public (Goal 1). Similarly, 
connecting wildlife viewers to volunteer opportunities that contribute to DWR’s science and 
management needs (Goal 3, Objective 1) will likely deepen understanding of the agency’s mission 
among wildlife viewers (Goal 4, Objective 1) and forge relationships with this constituency (Goal 4, 
Objective 2). All goals are also connected in that they each rely on a statewide approach to 
implementation that covers all agency regions, the allocation of sufficient staffing resources, and 
coordinated effort across agency divisions. The roles that individual divisions may play in implementing 
this Wildlife Viewing Plan are described in further detail in Part VI: Implementation and Evaluation. 
 
 
GOAL 1: Connect diverse segments of the public to wildlife and wildlife viewing in Virginia 

DWR’s mission directs the agency to connect people to Virginia’s outdoors through a variety of activities, 
specifically including wildlife viewing. Engaging diverse communities has been a challenge for fish and 
wildlife agencies across the country, but it is essential for fulfilling agency directives to govern wildlife 
resources as a trust for all members of the public (Dunfee et al., 2019). Additionally, expanding 
participation in wildlife viewing can directly advance conservation, given the contributions wildlife 
viewers make to the scientific knowledge of wildlife populations (McKinley et al., 2017) and their 
participation in practices, from land stewardship to advocacy and donating, that support wildlife and 
habitats (Cooper et al., 2015). Goal 1 of the Wildlife Viewing Plan focuses on increasing participation in 
wildlife viewing by underrepresented groups and youth and families; supporting viewers with little or no 
experience so they form enduring connections to wildlife and viewing; and connecting other outdoor 
recreation groups, such as paddlers and campers, to wildlife viewing.  

Objective 1: Increase participation by underrepresented gender, ethno-racial, and socio-economic 
groups in wildlife viewing events, programs, and activities led by DWR and partners 

Multiple surveys have shown that the composition of the wildlife viewing community in Virginia is not 
representative of state-level demographics. Compared to their representation in Virginia’s population, 
people who are female, non-White or Hispanic/Latino, younger than 54, and lower-income, and those 
who do not have a college degree are all underrepresented among viewers (Rockville Institute, 2018; 
Grooms et al., 2020) (see Part II, “State-level trends in wildlife viewing”). These patterns are especially 
pronounced among the wildlife recreationists who are already connected to DWR (Grooms et al., 2020). 
Social research has illuminated that these groups face unique constraints to outdoor recreation related 
to safety and access to information, transportation, fee-based locations, and equipment (e.g., Johnson et 
al., 2001; More & Stevens, 2017). A web-based analysis of the activities of wildlife viewing organizations 
in Virginia (Tsang et al., in review) indicated that there is substantial room for DWR to lead efforts within 
the state to increase inclusion of underrepresented groups in wildlife viewing (Tsang et al., in review). 
Agency leaders have recently laid a strong foundation for this work by hiring DWR’s first Chief Diversity 
and Inclusion Officer and passing a resolution that makes addressing diversity a priority. The following 
strategies build on this progress with best practices distilled from the literature for increasing diversity, 
equity, and inclusion in conservation and outdoor recreation. They focus on increasing organizational 
and media representation (Eells, 2010;  Bonta et al., 2015; Taylor, 2015; Frazer & Anderson, 2018); 
conducting outreach to underrepresented groups (Krymkowski et al., 2014; Metcalf, Burns, & Graefe, 
2013; Robinson, 2005; Solop et al., 2003); and building partnerships with organizations that already 
work with these communities. Inclusivity can also be supported by increased agency attention to the 
ways in which race, gender, and socio-economic status have historically shaped and continue to shape 
people’s relationships with wildlife and conservation (Finney, 2014; Merchant, 2010) and differences in 
what nature and wildlife viewing mean for diverse peoples (Gould et al., 2018). 
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Strategies: 
1. Use best practices and market research to target communications to a diversity of wildlife 

viewers, including through increased representation of underrepresented groups in DWR 
communication materials.   

2. Develop strategic partnerships with organizations focused on and representative of 
underrepresented groups to promote wildlife viewing and support social networks for viewers 
from these groups, especially those new to viewing.   

3. Enhance the accessibility and relevance of DWR lands, programs, and resources for 
underrepresented groups.   

4. Promote cultural competence and diversity and inclusion in agency approaches to hiring and 
training staff.  
 

Objective 2: Increase engagement of urban populations in activities that connect people to wildlife 
and wildlife viewing 

Since 1940, Virginia’s human population has almost tripled and population centers have shifted from 
rural communities to growing urban metropolitan areas along interstate highways and the Atlantic 
coast. These demographic changes and accompanying urbanization and modernization have resulted in 
shifts in social values related to wildlife, the level and nature of public interest in wildlife recreation 
(Dietsch et al., 2018), and public perceptions of and trust in state fish and wildlife agencies (Manfredo et 
al., 2017).    The SWOT analysis for this plan drew attention to declines in exposure to wildlife and 
increases in fear of wildlife and wild spaces among the public as an underlying threat to the ability of 
DWR to increase participation in and support for wildlife viewing in Virginia (see Part III: “SWOT 
Analysis”). The SAC and TAC also identified challenges emerging from divergent public preferences for 
encouraging versus controlling wildlife in urban areas and divergent wildlife values and interests 
between urban and rural communities. Finally, limited programming for urban wildlife viewing was 
discussed as a weakness in DWR’s current efforts to promote wildlife viewing. While only a quarter of 
Virginia’s population lives in rural areas, the Wildlife Recreation Survey indicated that almost half of 
wildlife viewers who are affiliated with DWR through license sales, agency communications, and citizen 
science are rural residents, with urban and suburban populations consequently underrepresented among 
viewers (Grooms et al., 2020). Engaging people who reside in urban and suburban areas in wildlife 
viewing thus poses unique challenges for DWR. The following strategies and potential tactics (see 
Appendix B) guide the agency to provide opportunities that promote positive engagement between these 
human communities and wildlife.  

Strategies: 
1. Expand access to and awareness of locations for wildlife viewing in and near urban areas. 
2. Develop and promote programs and activities that support wildlife viewing in urban areas. 
3. Develop communications materials that foster positive engagement between human 

communities and wildlife in urban areas. 
 

Objective 3: Increase awareness of wildlife and opportunities for participating in wildlife viewing 
among youth and families. 

Environmental and wildlife values are formed at a young age and are difficult to change in adulthood 
(Manfredo et al, 2016). Engaging with youth and their families is thus critical for wildlife agencies as they 
seek to establish appreciation for wildlife that will foster public engagement in wildlife recreation and 
conservation into the future. Recognizing the importance of these formative years, stakeholders involved 
in this planning process consistently drew attention to the challenge of fostering interest in wildlife and 
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wildlife viewing in younger generations. Research has shown that youth participation in outdoor 
recreation is constrained by increasingly limited free time and lack of independent access to 
transportation, while technology and new media can both distance youth from nature and connect them 
to opportunities for viewing and conserving wildlife they would not otherwise have (Barton, 2012). In 
particular, girls and Black youth spend less time outdoors and more time with electronic devices than 
boys and White youth, respectively, and have weaker connections to nature (Larson et al., 2019). 
Concerns about engaging youth with wildlife are reflected in the activities of wildlife viewing 
organizations across the state. Over 40% (n = 86) of the wildlife viewing organizations analyzed for this 
plan described youth-specific programming on their websites (Tsang et al, in review). The strategies 
below direct DWR to capitalize on existing energy and efforts, including the agency’s own programs, to 
strengthen experiences with wildlife and wildlife viewing for youth. 

Strategies: 
1. Develop educational materials targeting families, with an emphasis on wildlife viewing, 

conservation of natural resources, and outdoor activities.  
2. Create and aid the development of activities that can be used or distributed by schools, partner 

organizations, libraries, and others to encourage wildlife viewing. 
3. Incorporate additional focus on Virginia’s wildlife and ways to get involved in wildlife viewing 

and conservation into current agency-sponsored school programs.  
4. Offer agency programs that engage youth and families in wildlife viewing and habitat 

conservation. 
 

Objective 4: Develop resources to help viewers with little or no experience progress from initial 
awareness of recreational opportunities to continued participation and identification as a wildlife 
viewer.  

Results from the Virginia Wildlife Recreation Survey suggest that serving beginner viewers will require 
unique and targeted approaches. The survey found that individuals’ level of experience with wildlife 
viewing was related to the frequency of their activities and the locations in which they viewed wildlife 
(Grooms et al., 2020). For example, compared to less experienced viewers, a higher percentage of more 
experienced viewers had travelled away from home to view wildlife. Viewers with less experience were 
also interested in different types of programs and services from DWR. Specifically among birders, those 
with less experience birding were more interested in agency programming for youth, viewing events and 
activities, and opportunities to recruit others to birding than more experienced birders. A web-based 
stakeholder analysis indicated that wildlife viewing organizations across Virginia are heavily involved in 
social engagement activities, including leading wildlife viewing trips and workshops, participating in 
community events, and hosting volunteers (Tsang et al., in review). The Outdoor Recreation Adoption 
Model (see Part III: “DWR and wildlife viewing”) emphasizes the importance of this kind of social support 
for the development of the motivations and skills that individuals need to continue wildlife viewing and 
to identify as a wildlife viewer. Partner organizations can thus play an important role in the effectiveness 
of DWR’s R3 efforts to recruit and retain participants in wildlife viewing.    

Strategies: 
1. Create introductory resources, activities, and programs to help new and inexperienced wildlife 

viewers get started.   
2. Feature viewers with a variety of specialization levels in DWR media and communications.  
3. Connect beginner viewers with partner organizations that can foster continued participation in 

wildlife viewing through viewing opportunities and social support.   
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Objective 5: Raise awareness of wildlife viewing among groups that participate in other forms of 
outdoor recreation, in order to enrich their outdoor experience and introduce a new and related 
activity. 

Opportunities exist to expand appreciation for wildlife and participation in wildlife viewing among 
recreationists who are already spending time outdoors, but without a focus on wildlife, for example, 
running, hiking, camping, or paddling. The Wildlife Recreation Survey found that many of these 
recreationists are using VBWT sites and WMAs (Grooms et al., 2020), providing points of contact that 
could be used by DWR to communicate the compatibility of other outdoor activities with wildlife viewing. 
The agency’s R3 Plan approaches recreationists as having dynamic and overlapping identities and sets up 
the potential for participation in any one kind of outdoor recreation to provide an entry-point to 
participation in other forms of outdoor recreation (DWR, n.d.).  

Strategies: 
1. Partner with organizations and events that broadly promote engagement with nature and the 

outdoors in order to reach outdoor recreationists and introduce viewing as a companion 
activity. 

2. Develop informational and communications materials that promote DWR, the VBWT, and 
wildlife viewing to specific outdoor recreationists (for example, paddlers, trail runners, 
mountain bikers, or campers). 

 

GOAL 2: Provide a variety of wildlife viewing opportunities accessible to all in the Commonwealth 

DWR manages over 206,000 acres of land and waterways in Virginia. Some of these properties, such as 
Wildlife Management Areas (WMAs), are principally managed for conservation, while others, such as 
boating access sites, are principally managed for recreation. Results from the Wildlife Recreation Survey 
indicated that wildlife viewers feel DWR can better serve them by providing more access to locations for 
viewing birds and other wildlife and more information about the locations that are already available 
(Grooms et al., 2020). Goal 2 of the Wildlife Viewing Plan is oriented towards increasing opportunities for 
viewers to experience wildlife at destinations across the state and close to home.  
 
Objective 1: Encourage increased wildlife viewing on agency lands and waters through habitat 
management and communications about these properties.  

The lands and waterways owned and managed by DWR provide abundant opportunities for wildlife 
viewing, and are thus a critical resource for expanding participation in wildlife viewing and connecting 
wildlife viewers to the agency. However, a SWOT analysis (see Part III) conducted for this plan identified 
a number of agency weaknesses related to viewer access to and use of Wildlife Management Areas 
(WMAs). These challenges were related to the need for more communication about the purpose and 
locations of WMAs among the public and wildlife viewers, in particular, and the need for a strategy to 
address safety concerns related to multiple recreational activities on WMAs, specifically hunting and 
viewing. In line with the SWOT analysis, the Wildlife Recreation Survey found that just less than half of 
wildlife viewers had visited WMAs during the past 12 months for viewing birds or other wildlife, with use 
of WMAs being higher among viewers who are already connected to DWR (Grooms et al., 2020). Being 
unaware of where to access WMAs was the primary factor constraining use of these properties among 
wildlife viewers who had not visited them in the past five years. Further, almost half of all wildlife viewers 
in the survey indicated that DWR could better support their viewing activities by providing more 
information about accessing WMAs (Grooms et al., 2020). The following strategies were developed to 
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foster viewer interest in, awareness of, and access to all agency lands and waters, without undermining 
the fundamental conservation goals of these properties.  

Strategies: 
1. Continue to conduct holistic habitat management on DWR properties that supports 

opportunities for wildlife viewing and is consistent with the DWR Wildlife Action Plan.   
2. Develop communications that clarify the purpose of agency properties, the methods used to 

manage them, and the ability of these lands and waters to support multiple forms of wildlife 
recreation.  

3. Create simple, user-friendly communications and interpretation materials about wildlife viewing 
opportunities on various DWR properties, specific rules and restrictions for each property, 
amenities and accessibility, and appropriate safety information.   

4. Ensure on-site signage is effective, with accurate, up-to-date information about access and 
clearly marked entry points and parking areas. 

 
Objective 2: Increase use of Virginia Bird and Wildlife Trail sites for wildlife viewing activities. 

The Virginia Bird and Wildlife Trail (VBWT) is a curated collection of the best locations for viewing birds 
and other wildlife across the Commonwealth (see Part III: “Virginia Bird and Wildlife Trail”). This system 
of trails emerged as one of DWR’s strengths in the SWOT analysis for this plan (see Part III: “SWOT 
Analysis”). However, the Wildlife Recreation Survey indicated that the agency could work to increase 
promotion and awareness of this resource among wildlife viewers. Reported use of VBWT sites by 
viewers who responded to the Wildlife Recreation Survey was lower than rates of use for all other 
viewing locations listed in the survey, including other public areas, such as federal, state, and local parks, 
and privately-owned areas (Grooms et al., 2020). Use of VBWT sites was highest among birders affiliated 
with DWR; about 40% of birders affiliated with DWR, many of whom are Virginia Breeding Bird Atlas 
(VABBA2) volunteers, had used Trail sites for birding in the past year. As was the case with WMAs, use of 
VBWT sites by wildlife viewers is principally constrained by lack of awareness of how to access these 
properties (Grooms et al., 2020). In fact, because all national wildlife refuges, most state parks, many 
sites in Shenandoah National Park and George Washington Jefferson National Forest, and local parks 
throughout the state are designated as VBWT sites, it is possible that low reported rates of VBWT use 
actually reflect lack of awareness about the Trail. With hundreds of locations across the Commonwealth, 
including near urban centers, the VBWT is a key resource for connecting diverse public groups to 
opportunities for engaging with Virginia’s wildlife and wild spaces. 

Strategies: 
1. Expand promotion of the VBWT to improve awareness and understanding of the VBWT among 

wildlife viewers.  
2. Strengthen relationships with the owners or managers of VBWT sites and trail users to ensure 

the continued accessibility of these sites for wildlife viewing and to promote opportunities for 
public engagement in wildlife viewing, habitat management, or other activities on VBWT sites. 

3. Expand partnerships with counties, friend groups, wildlife viewing organizations, and other 
volunteers to support routine maintenance and reporting on VBWT sites. 

4. Increase the accessibility of VBWT sites, including DWR properties, for viewers with physical 
disabilities.  
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Objective 3: Increase access to wildlife viewing opportunities at or close to home.   

The overwhelming majority of wildlife viewers in the Wildlife Recreation Survey reported viewing birds or 
other wildlife around their own home or property in the past year; this includes people across varying 
levels of experience with viewing and strength of identity as a wildlife viewer (Grooms et al., 2020). DWR 
can support home-based viewing as a way to encourage broader participation in wildlife viewing across 
the state. In a state in which over 80% of land is privately owned, the agency can also contribute to 
wildlife viewing opportunities by supporting the conservation of wildlife habitat in backyards and on 
other private property. DWR provides resources and technical assistance to support the conservation of 
wildlife habitat on private lands through the work of agency-supported private lands biologists and 
online resources designed for homeowners, landowners, schools, and businesses. DWR’s wildlife 
cameras, including the Richmond falcon cam, elk cam, and shad cam, also provide valuable, up-close 
wildlife viewing from anywhere with an internet connection. However, use of these resources is 
substantially higher among wildlife viewers who are already connected to DWR through license sales, 
communications, or citizen science (Grooms et al., 2020). The following strategies emphasize increased 
promotion of a variety of programs and resources that can recruit, retain, and reactivate participation in 
wildlife viewing close to home.  

Strategies: 
1. Ensure that DWR’s Habitat for Wildlife resources are easily accessible, up-to-date, and widely 

promoted and distributed. 
2. Create and promote DWR resources, programs, and events that support wildlife viewing at or 

close to home. 
3. Increase promotion of wildlife viewing opportunities external to the agency that viewers can 

participate in from or close to home. 
  

GOAL 3: Promote wildlife and habitat conservation through wildlife viewing 
 
Fish and wildlife agencies face sometimes competing directives to both connect people to wildlife and 
conserve natural resources in light of human impacts on species and habitats. Building on the notion that 
Virginia’s wildlife resources are a public trust, managed by DWR for the benefit of current and future 
generations, the Values Statement for this plan consistently emphasizes the connection between wildlife 
viewing activities and the stewardship of wildlife resources in the state. Specifically, the Values 
Statement holds that wildlife viewing fundamentally relies on the conservation of wildlife and habitats; 
should support, and not undermine, conservation; and should provide an entry-point to conservation 
activities. The capacity of wildlife viewers and other recreationists outside of hunting and angling 
communities to advance wildlife conservation is central to the imperative for fish and wildlife agencies to 
meaningfully engage with these constituencies (Dunfee et al., 2019). Goal 3 of the Wildlife Viewing Plan 
thus seeks to maximize the connection between wildlife viewing and wildlife and habitat conservation by 
increasing opportunities for viewers to directly perform conservation activities and cultivating a culture 
of responsible wildlife viewing in the Commonwealth. 

Objective 1: Increase volunteer engagement by connecting wildlife viewers to conservation 
opportunities. 

The Wildlife Recreation Study documented considerable engagement of wildlife viewers in conservation 
activities including teaching others about wildlife conservation; improving wildlife habitat on public and 
private lands; advocating, voting, or fundraising related to conservation; and collecting data to 
contribute to wildlife science or management (Grooms et al., 2020; Tsang et al., in review). Surveyed 



59 

wildlife viewers also indicated that they would be likely to engage in these same conservation activities 
specifically to support the work of DWR and that they are principally motivated to participate in 
conservation by the altruistic prospect of benefitting wildlife (Grooms et al., 2020). DWR can build on 
foundations established through its existing volunteer and citizen science projects and provide additional 
opportunities for wildlife viewers to contribute to the agency’s conservation goals. In particular, the 
Virginia Breeding Bird Atlases (VABBA) sponsored by the agency have demonstrated the ability of citizen 
science projects to engage large numbers of wildlife viewers in conservation and with the agency (see 
Part III: “Virginia Breeding Bird Atlases”). This project has established a network of volunteers 
throughout the state that could be mobilized by other agency projects. Importantly, birders and other 
wildlife viewers made it clear in focus groups that their satisfaction with volunteer projects and their 
retention as volunteers relies on continued communication with the agency about the impact of their 
financial and scientific contributions (Grooms et al. 2019).  

Strategies: 
1. Develop resources that communicate avenues for wildlife viewers to engage in volunteer 

conservation activities, such as citizen science, habitat stewardship, outreach, and advocacy. 
2. Provide opportunities for volunteers to assist with habitat stewardship on DWR lands to 

accomplish management goals.   
3. Develop and promote citizen science projects that are aligned with DWR’s management and 

conservation goals, and mechanisms for incorporating data generated by citizen scientists in 
DWR decision-making processes. 

4. Work with partner organizations to create and coordinate volunteer opportunities for wildlife 
viewers and to recruit volunteers. 

5. Implement best practices across volunteer programs to promote volunteer satisfaction and 
retention. 

6. Develop pathways for volunteers to transition between projects in order to retain current 
agency volunteers and reactivate former volunteers. 
 

Objective 2: Foster a culture of responsible wildlife viewing.     

The SWOT analysis conducted for this plan identified human impacts on wildlife and habitats as an 
underlying threat to wildlife viewing opportunities in Virginia (see Part III). These impacts include broad 
patterns in urbanization and habitat loss in portions of the state, as well as the potential for outdoor 
recreationists to cause smaller-scale disturbance of wildlife and habitats in the course of their activities. 
DWR can play a role in fostering a culture of responsible engagement with wildlife by incorporating 
content about safety, ethics, and stewardship into new and existing points of contact between the 
agency and wildlife viewers. This objective brings together all three components of DWR’s mission, 
directing the agency to connect people to wildlife while ensuring Virginia’s natural resources are 
conserved for future generations by encouraging behaviors that protect both people and property.  

Strategies: 
1. Emphasize responsible wildlife viewing, including stewardship, ethics, and safety, in new and 

existing DWR communication materials, signage, and programs. 
2. Work with partner organizations to incorporate stewardship, ethics, and safety into new and 

existing programs and events.  
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GOAL 4: Connect broader constituencies to the Virginia Department of Wildlife Resources through 
wildlife viewing 
 
The explicit inclusion of wildlife viewing in DWR’s updated mission and R3 planning are evidence of 
increasing support within the agency for engaging with wildlife viewers as key constituents. The SWOT 
analysis conducted for this plan identified this inclusion of wildlife viewing in organizational planning as a 
key strength in the ability of DWR to engage the public in wildlife viewing and conservation. However, 
more actively engaging with and prioritizing the needs of wildlife viewers as stakeholders challenges the 
legacy and paradigm of the North American Model of Conservation (see Part III: “Wildlife viewing and 
state fish and wildlife agencies”) and may require difficult institutional change (Jacobson et al., 2010). 
The final goal of the plan focuses specifically on fostering mutual understanding and support between 
wildlife viewers and DWR. Objectives under this goal aim to increase viewers’ awareness of DWR and its 
relevance to their activities; promote two-way dialogue and trust between viewers and the agency; and 
increase financial connections between wildlife viewers and DWR’s conservation work.  

Objective 1: Increase awareness of the scope of DWR's mission and its relevance to wildlife viewing.   

Results from the Wildlife Recreation Study suggest that there is a need to increase awareness of and 
familiarity with DWR among the wildlife viewing community. In the survey, wildlife viewers who did not 
also identify as a hunter or angler were, on average, far less familiar with DWR than respondents who 
were hunters and anglers (Grooms et al., 2020). Further, focus groups revealed limited understanding of 
the ways in which DWR’s mandated role applies to nongame wildlife conservation and recreation 
(Grooms et al., 2019). Many wildlife viewers perceived DWR to have an exclusive focus on hunting and 
fishing and referenced the agency’s name (which was the Virginia Department of Game and Inland 
Fisheries at the time) as evidence of this. Some focus group participants described DWR’s protection of 
nongame wildlife as a fortunate, but unintended consequence of managing habitat for hunting and 
fishing, rather than a key component of the agency’s mission (Grooms et al., 2019). The agency’s name 
change in early 2020 has the potential to clarify DWR’s relevance to the conservation and enjoyment of 
all wildlife in Virginia, and this Wildlife Viewing Plan further details how the agency’s efforts directly 
relate to wildlife viewing. Still, much remains to be done to increase understanding of the relevance of 
DWR’s mission, vision, and values to wildlife viewing.  

Strategies: 
1. Develop a communication strategy to share the DWR mission, the role of DWR in conservation 

and outdoor recreation, and the agency’s commitment to diverse constituencies, including 
wildlife viewers.  

2. Sponsor, participate in, and organize events (virtual and in-person) that generate interest in 
wildlife viewing and engage the public with DWR staff and programs. 
   

Objective 2. Increase dialogue and recognition between the agency and wildlife viewers to cultivate 
improved relationships.   

Wildlife viewers, on average, have expressed lower levels of trust in DWR than other recreation groups, 
particularly in terms of trust in the agency to serve their recreation needs (Grooms et al. 2020). Focus 
groups with birders and other wildlife viewers highlighted the role of positive, personal interactions with 
agency employees in establishing and strengthening trust with the wildlife viewing community (Grooms 
et al. 2019). Trust of the agency by the wildlife viewing community is also shaped by perceptions of the 
agency’s effectiveness and fairness (Grooms et al. 2019). The following strategies identify routes to 
foster increased trust and improved relationships with wildlife viewers by increasing internal training on 
the importance of wildlife viewing to DWR, strengthening external communication about the relevance 
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of DWR’s activities to wildlife viewing, and establishing mechanisms for two-way communication 
between viewers and the agency.  
 
Strategies: 

1. Train DWR staff about the importance of wildlife viewing to DWR’s mission, agency programs 
that support wildlife viewing, and ways in which viewers support the agency. 

2. Establish and communicate mechanisms through which wildlife viewers can provide input to the 
agency.  

3. Expand the scope of the Executive Director’s advisory group to include regular communication 
and opportunities for feedback on issues relevant to wildlife viewing organizations.  

4. Highlight the relevance of DWR’s work to wildlife viewers through content published in partner 
and DWR communication channels. 

5. Train agency volunteers to become “ambassadors” that can serve as a conduit for 
communication between DWR and the wildlife viewing community.   

6. Foster ongoing engagement with agency volunteers and recognition of their contributions. 
  
Objective 3: Increase monetary contributions of wildlife viewers to support DWR's work with wildlife 
and habitat conservation.    

The SWOT analysis conducted by the SAC and TAC for the Wildlife Viewing Plan identified funding under 
each analysis category; it emerged as a strength, weakness, opportunity, and threat that might support 
or challenge DWR’s efforts to expand engagement in wildlife viewing and between wildlife viewers and 
the agency (see Part III: “SWOT Analysis”). Wildlife viewers currently support the operational and 
conservation work of DWR through a variety of mechanisms (see Part III: “Funding”). Programs like 
Restore the Wild, DWR’s Nongame Fund, and transfer money from state sales tax on optics and other 
viewing-related equipment provide the infrastructure for wildlife viewers to financially support DWR’s 
efforts. However, around 70% of agency funding comes from sales of hunting and fishing licenses and  
excise taxes on hunting and fishing equipment transferred to the agency; another portion comes from 
registration and titling fees and sales and use taxes for boats. The lack of similarly consequential funding 
streams between wildlife viewers and DWR has raised concerns that activities that make more sizable 
financial contributions to the agency may continue to be prioritized over wildlife viewing (Grooms et al., 
2019; also see Part III: “SWOT Analysis”). The Wildlife Recreation Survey indicated that Restore the Wild 
memberships have the potential to substantially engage viewers in financially supporting DWR. Over 
23% of wildlife viewers who are not also hunters or anglers indicated that they are likely to support the 
work of DWR by purchasing a Restore the Wild membership in the next 12 months (Grooms et al., 2020). 
The following strategies focus on increasing internal and external awareness of the ways in which 
wildlife viewers can and do support the work of DWR and exploring additional ways to fund habitat 
conservation and viewing-related programming.  

Strategies: 
1. Increase internal training and awareness among DWR staff of the ways in which wildlife viewers 

financially support DWR. 
2. Streamline and expand external promotion of existing funding mechanisms through which 

wildlife viewers can support DWR. 
3. Implement DWR-sponsored events in which registration fees support wildlife or habitat 

conservation. 
4. Explore opportunities to work with corporate or retail partners to generate funding for wildlife 

conservation and viewing-related programming.  
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PART VI: Implementation and Evaluation 
 
 
 
This section provides additional details to guide the implementation and evaluation of the goals, 
objectives, and strategies defined in Part V of DWR’s Wildlife Viewing Plan. 
 
 
PLAN IMPLEMENTATION 
 
Successful implementation of this Wildlife Viewing Plan over the next 10 years relies on coordination 
and cooperation across agency divisions. The majority of strategies will be connected to the efforts of 
the Outreach Division and the Watchable Wildlife Program within the Wildlife Division. However, as 
evidenced by the range of DWR programs and services described in Part III, all agency divisions will be 
connected to the DWR’s wildlife viewing efforts. These contributions will vary widely based on the 
division, program, or position, and might include everything from the continued conservation of wildlife 
species and their habitats to development of the technological infrastructure needed for communicating 
with and managing data collected by wildlife viewers. Table 1 below outlines which agency divisions, 
and, in some cases programs, will be central to the implementation of each of the strategies outlined in 
this plan. All strategies are listed in the table, but agency staff will need to prioritize which strategies to 
focus on each year and over the course of the plan. It is expected that annual prioritization of strategies 
will be reflected in the operational plan developed for wildlife viewer R3 (recruitment, retention, and 
reactivation) each year.  
 
While this table is a starting point, DWR staff will need to identify a key point person for coordinating 
implementation of the Wildlife Viewing Plan and an interagency committee, perhaps building from the 
TAC that developed this plan, that can lead efforts to move this plan forward. Additionally, while this 
plan was developed cognizant of current staffing and funding conditions within the DWR, its successful 
implementation will require ongoing assessment and filling of gaps in staff capacity required to 
implement plan strategies, achieve plan objectives, and realize the plan goals of promoting broader 
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participation in wildlife viewing and more meaningful engagement between wildlife viewers and the 
DWR. While some plan strategies can be effectively implemented with existing staff, full implementation 
of the plan will likely require additional human and financial resources. To facilitate effective 
implementation across agency divisions, components of this Wildlife Viewing Plan could be incorporated 
into existing Employee Work Profiles (EWPs), which outline the responsibilities of individual DWR 
employees and the percentage of their time allotted to each of those activities. Incorporation into EWPs 
would also contribute to annual evaluation of inputs, outputs, and outcomes related to this plan.  
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1. Use best practices and market research to target communications 

with a diversity of wildlife viewers.
• • • •

2. Represent and foster inclusivity of underrepresented groups through 

media, language, messaging, and venue in all DWR communication 

materials.

• • •

3. Develop strategic partnerships with organizations focused on and 

representative of underrepresented groups to promote wildlife viewing 

and support social networks for viewers from these groups, especially 

those new to viewing.

• • •

4. Enhance the accessibility and relevance of DWR lands, programs, and 

resources for underrepresented groups.
• • •

5. Promote cultural competence and diversity and inclusion in agency 

approaches to hiring and training staff.
• • • •

1. Expand access to and awareness of locations for wildlife viewing in 

and near urban areas.
• •

2. Develop and promote programs and activities that support wildlife 

viewing in urban areas.
•

3. Develop communications materials that foster positive engagement 

between human communities and wildlife in urban areas.
• •

1. Develop educational materials targeting families, with an emphasis 

on wildlife viewing, conservation of natural resources, and outdoor 

activities.

• • • •

2. Create and aid the development of activities that can be used or 

distributed by schools, partner organizations, libraries, and others to 

encourage wildlife viewing.

• •

GOAL 1: Connect diverse segments of the public to wildlife and wildlife viewing in Virginia

Objective 1: Increase participation by underrepresented gender, ethno-racial, and socio-economic groups in 

wildlife viewing events, programs, and activities led by DWR and partners.

Objective 2: Increase engagement of urban populations in activities that connect people to wildlife and 

wildlife viewing.

Objective 3: Increase awareness of wildlife and opportunities for participating in wildlife viewing among 

youth and families.
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3. Incorporate additional focus on Virginia’s wildlife and ways to get 

involved in wildlife viewing and conservation into current agency-

sponsored school programs.

• •

4. Offer agency programs that engage youth and families in wildlife 

viewing and habitat conservation.
• • • •

1. Create introductory resources, activities, and programs to help new 

and inexperienced wildlife viewers get started.
• •

2. Feature viewers with a variety of specialization levels in DWR media 

and communications.
• •

3. Connect beginner viewers with partner organizations that can foster 

continued participation in wildlife viewing through viewing 

opportunities and social support.

• •

1. Partner with organizations and events that broadly promote 

engagement with nature and the outdoors in order to reach outdoor 

recreationists and introduce viewing as a companion activity.

• • • • •

2. Develop informational and communications materials that promote 

DWR, the VBWT, and wildlife viewing to specific outdoor recreationists 

(for example, paddlers, trail runners, mountain bikers, or campers).

• • • •

1. Continue to conduct holistic habitat management on DWR 

properties that supports opportunities for wildlife viewing and is 

consistent with the DWR Wildlife Action Plan. 

• •

2. Develop communications that clarify the purpose of agency 

properties and the ability of these lands and waters to support multiple 

forms of wildlife recreation.

• • • •

Objective 5: Raise awareness of wildlife viewing among groups that participate in other forms of outdoor 

recreation, in order to enrich their outdoor experience and introduce a new and related activity.

GOAL 2: Provide a variety of wildlife viewing opportunities accessible to all in the Commonwealth

Objective 1: Encourage increased wildlife viewing on agency lands and waters through habitat management 

and communications about these properties.

Objective 4: Develop resources to help viewers with little or no experience progress from initial awareness of 

recreational opportunities to continued participation and identification as a wildlife viewer.
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3. Create simple, user-friendly communications and interpretation 

materials about wildlife viewing opportunities on various DWR 

properties, specific rules and restrictions for each property, amenities 

and accessibility, and appropriate safety information.

• • • • •

4. Ensure on-site signage is effective, with accurate, up-to-date 

information about access and clearly marked entry points and parking 

areas.

• •

1. Expand promotion of the VBWT to improve awareness and 

understanding of the VBWT among wildlife viewers.
• • •

2. Strengthen relationships with the owners or managers of VBWT sites 

and trail users to ensure the continued accessibility of these sites for 

wildlife viewing and to promote opportunities for public engagement in 

wildlife viewing, habitat management, or other activities on VBWT 

sites.

• • • • • •

3. Expand partnerships with counties, friend groups, wildlife viewing 

organizations, and other volunteers to support routine maintenance 

and reporting on VBWT sites.

•

4. Increase the accessibility of VBWT sites, including DWR properties, 

for viewers with physical disabilities. 
• • •

1. Ensure that DWR’s Habitat for Wildlife resources are easily 

accessible, up-to-date, and widely promoted and distributed.
• • • •

2. Create and promote DWR resources, programs, and events that 

support wildlife viewing at or close to home.
• •

3. Increase promotion of wildlife viewing opportunities external to the 

agency that viewers can participate in from or close to home.
• •

1. Develop resources that communicate avenues for wildlife viewers to 

engage in volunteer conservation activities, such as citizen science, 

habitat stewardship, outreach, and advocacy.

• •

Objective 2: Increase use of Virginia Bird and Wildlife Trail sites for wildlife viewing activities.

Objective 1: Increase volunteer engagement by connecting wildlife viewers to conservation opportunities.

GOAL 3: Promote wildlife and habitat conservation through wildlife viewing

Objective 3: Increase access to wildlife viewing opportunities at or close to home.
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2. Provide opportunities for volunteers to assist with habitat 

stewardship on DWR lands to accomplish management goals.
• • • •

3. Develop and promote citizen science projects that are aligned with 

DWR’s management and conservation goals, and mechanisms for 

incorporating data generated by citizen scientists in DWR decision-

making processes.

• • • • •

4. Work with partner organizations to create and coordinate volunteer 

opportunities for wildlife viewers and to recruit volunteers.
• • •

5. Implement best practices across volunteer programs to promote 

volunteer satisfaction and retention.
• • • • • •

6. Develop pathways for volunteers to transition between projects in 

order to retain current agency volunteers and reactivate former 

volunteers.

• • • •

1. Emphasize responsible wildlife viewing, including stewardship, 

ethics, and safety, in new and existing DWR communication materials, 

signage, and programs.

• •

2. Work with partner organizations to incorporate stewardship, ethics, 

and safety into new and existing programs and events.
• •

1. Develop a communication strategy to share the DWR mission, the 

role of DWR in conservation and outdoor recreation, and the agency’s 

commitment to diverse constituencies, including wildlife viewers.

• • • • •

2. Sponsor, participate in, and organize events (virtual and in-person) 

that generate interest in wildlife viewing and engage the public with 

DWR staff and programs.

• • • • •

Objective 1: Increase awareness of the scope of DWR's mission and its relevance to wildlife viewing.

GOAL 4: Connect broader constituencies to the Virginia Department of Wildlife Resources through wildlife 

viewing

Objective 2: Foster a culture of responsible wildlife viewing.
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1. Train DWR staff about the importance of wildlife viewing to DWR’s 

mission, agency programs that support wildlife viewing, and ways in 

which viewers support the agency.

• • • •

2. Establish and communicate mechanisms through which wildlife 

viewers can provide input to the agency.
• • •

3. Expand the scope of the Executive Director’s advisory group to 

include regular communication and opportunities for feedback on 

issues relevant to wildlife viewing organizations.

•

4. Highlight the relevance of DWR’s work to wildlife viewers through 

content published in partner and DWR communication channels.
• • • •

5. Train agency volunteers to become “ambassadors” that can serve as 

a conduit for communication between DWR and the wildlife viewing 

community.

• •

6. Foster ongoing engagement with agency volunteers and recognition 

of their contributions.
• • • • •

1. Increase internal training and awareness among DWR staff of the 

ways in which wildlife viewers financially support DWR.
• •

2. Streamline and expand external promotion of existing funding 

mechanisms through which wildlife viewers can support DWR.
• •

3. Implement DWR-sponsored events in which registration fees support 

wildlife or habitat conservation.
• • • • •

4. Explore opportunities to work with corporate or retail partners to 

generate funding for wildlife conservation and viewing-related 

programming.

• • •

Objective 3: Increase monetary contributions of wildlife viewers to support DWR's work with wildlife and 

habitat conservation.

Objective 2. Increase dialogue and recognition between the agency and wildlife viewers to cultivate improved 

relationships.
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PLAN EVALUATION 
 
This section outlines a possible framework for tracking incremental progress towards the plan’s 
ambitious goals, both at the end of the plan, in 2031, and periodically throughout its ten-year 
timeframe. The framework is based on McCawley’s (2001) Logic Model for Program Planning and 
Evaluation, which has been effectively used to evaluate another DWR R3 program (Valdez et al., 2019). 
This framework organizes evaluation using logic models, which are graphical representations of the 
small steps and cause-and-effect relationships that lead to desired results. In the framework, logic 
models are defined in relation to a situation - or the problem - addressed by the activity being 
evaluated. For this plan, logic models were constructed for each plan objective, since these objectives 
were developed to capture underlying issues in wildlife viewing in Virginia (for more information about 
the situation reflected in each objective, see Part V).  
 
The logic models in this framework account for the inputs required for plan implementation, and 
differentiate between outputs (what the agency does) and outcomes (changes that occur as a result of 
what the agency does). Inputs are the human, financial, and material resources that are invested to 
accomplish plan objectives, and generally include staff, partner, or volunteer time; funding; partnerships 
with other agencies or organizations; research projects and analyses; and internal trainings. In this logic 
model, outputs capture the agency’s activities and include both what the DWR does or produces as well 
as the relationships that are formed or strengthened by the activities of agency staff. For example, 
outputs might include programs or services that are delivered; facilities and signage that are installed; 
and program participants, customers, partners, and decision-makers who are reached. Outcomes are 
the impacts of agency efforts and are divided into short-term, medium-term, and long-term outcomes. 
Short-term outcomes generally focus on changes in awareness, knowledge, skills, or attitudes, while 
medium-term outcomes build upon short-term outcomes to produce changes in behavior or policies. For 
this plan, long-term outcomes refer to changes in the economic, social, environmental, or political 
conditions that shape wildlife viewing in Virginia. Desired long-term outcomes for this plan often reflect 
the language of objectives and fundamentally include increases in participation in wildlife viewing in the 
state, as well as increased engagement between the DWR and wildlife viewers through recreation, 
volunteer opportunities, and funding streams.  
 
The following framework is intended only as a starting point. As agency staff begin to implement 
strategies and specific tactics, they will need to refine an approach to evaluation for each objective and 
develop processes for tracking outputs and measuring outcomes. Below each logic model is a list of 
possible measurement tools that can be used to evaluate outcomes. While outputs could be assessed on 
an annual basis, evaluation of outcomes will generally require in-depth measurements, often in relation 
to a baseline. The Wildlife Recreation Survey conducted in association with this plan (see Part IV), as well 
as myriad other state-wide or agency surveys, provide valuable baseline information for many 
outcomes. Follow-up data derived from future DWR or state-wide surveys will be important for 
evaluating those outcomes; others might be assessed using approaches such as Google Analytics, 
analysis of eBird or iNaturalist observations, or tracking requests for DWR programs, services, and 
resources.  
 



Funding for 
projects

Staff time

Partnerships

Research 
projects and 
evaluations

Trainings

Increased awareness of 
and interest in DWR 
programs, events, and 
communications among 
underrepresented groups

Increased satisfaction with 
DWR programs, events, 
and communications 
among underrepresented 
groups

Increased use of digital 
and social media content 
designed for target 
populations

Increased cultural 
competency and 
awareness of diversity and 
inclusion issues among 
DWR employees

Increased participation of 
target populations in 
wildlife viewing events or 
programs directly 
affiliated with DWR

Increased participation of 
target populations in 
hunting and fishing

Number of Virginia 
Wildlife Grant Program 
applications from under-
represented groups

Increased overall 
participation of target 
populations in wildlife 
viewing

Virginia’s wildlife viewing 
population is more 
representative of 
Virginia’s population

Increased diversity among 
DWR employees

Increased number of 
Virginians who identify as 
a wildlife viewer

Goal 1, Objective 1
Underrepresentation of gender, ethno-racial, and socio-economic groups in wildlife viewing

Example measurement tools: Survey of Notes from the Field subscribers; Survey of VBWT visitors; National Survey of Fishing, Hunting 
and Wildlife-related Recreation; event surveys; Wildlife Recreation Survey

Inputs

Printed media, 
publications 
and reports

Digital media

Contact lists

Programs, 
events, and 
workshops

Evaluation 
measures 
updated over 
time

Outputs Short-term outcomes Medium-term outcomes Long-term outcomes



Funding for 
projects

Staff time

Partnerships

Research 
projects and 
evaluations

Increased contact 
between the DWR and 
urban populations

Increased awareness of 
urban viewing locations

Increased interest in 
urban wildlife viewing 
programs and materials

Increased engagement 
with digital urban wildlife 
content

Increase in wildlife 
viewing skills among 
urban residents

Increased number Virginia 
Wildlife Grant Program 
applications from urban 
areas

Increased requests for 
VBWT brochures from 
urban areas

Increased sale of agency 
memberships, licenses, 
and permits from urban 
areas

Increased eBird and 
iNaturalist observations 
from urban areas 

Increased participation in 
DWR programs focused on 
urban viewing 

Increased participation in 
wildlife viewing among 
urban populations

Increased number of 
urban residents that 
identify as wildlife viewers

Positive attitudes towards 
wildlife among urban 
populations

Decreased number of 
wildlife conflict calls from 
urban areas

Increased number of 
Virginians who identify as 
a wildlife viewer

Goal 1, Objective 2
Less participation in wildlife viewing by urban populations

Example measurement tools: Utilize Google analytics; survey of Notes from the Field subscribers; survey of VBWT users/visitors; 
metrics of social media engagement; Wildlife Recreation Survey

Inputs

Print media, 
publications 
and reports

Digital media

Contact lists 

Programs, 
events, and 
workshops

Facilities and 
signage 

Evaluation 
measures 
updated over 
time

Outputs Short-term outcomes Medium-term outcomes Long-term outcomes



Funding for 
projects

Staff time

Partnerships

Research 
projects and 
evaluations

Increased knowledge 
about wildlife and wildlife 
viewing among youth and 
families

Increase in wildlife 
viewing skills among 
youth and families

Increased interest in DWR 
youth programs 

Increased breadth of DWR 
partnerships related to 
viewing among youth and 
families

Increased youth and 
family attendance at 
wildlife viewing festivals

Increased requests for 
Project Wild or habitat 
education program

Increased use of DWR 
programs for youth, 
including loaner 
equipment, videos, 
curriculum kits, etc.

Increased use of DWR 
online content geared 
towards youth and 
families

Increase participation of 
youth and families in 
wildlife viewing events or 
programs directly 
affiliated with DWR

Growth in demand for 
wildlife viewing programs 
in Virginia

Increased engagement 
between DWR and youth 
and families through 
school programs

Increased number of 
Virginians who identify as 
a wildlife viewer

Goal 1, Objective 3
Participation in wildlife viewing by youth and families

Example measurement tools: Attendance numbers at events; school participation (number of students participating in agency 
curricula); website traffic on DWR education pages; Wildlife Recreation Survey

Inputs

Printed media, 
publications 
and reports

Digital media

Contact lists

Programs, 
events, and 
workshops

Equipment 
rentals

Evaluation 
measures 
updated over 
time

Outputs Short-term outcomes Medium-term outcomes Long-term outcomes



Funding for 
projects

Staff time

Partnerships

Research 
projects and 
evaluations

Increased knowledge of 
wildlife viewing 
opportunities among less 
experienced viewers

Increased interest among 
birding/viewing guides 
and organizations in 
supporting viewers with 
less experience

Increased expertise 
among birding/viewing 
guides for supporting less 
experienced viewers

Increased use of DWR 
resources relevant to 
wildlife viewing

Increased number of less 
experienced wildlife 
viewers utilizing the VBWT 
and agency lands

Increased recruitment of 
new wildlife viewers by 
more experienced viewers

Formerly less experienced  
viewers continue to 
participate in and gain 
experience with wildlife 
viewing 

Increased number of 
Virginians who identify as 
a wildlife viewer

Goal 1, Objective 4
Continued participation among wildlife viewers with little or no experience

Example measurement tools: National Survey of Hunting, Fishing and Wildlife-related Recreation: number of people traveling to view 
wildlife; number of days spent viewing wildlife; Wildlife Recreation Survey

Inputs

Printed media, 
publications 
and reports

Digital media 

Contact lists

Programs, 
events, and 
workshops

Evaluation 
measures 
updated over 
time

Outputs Short-term outcomes Medium-term outcomes Long-term outcomes



Funding for 
projects

Staff time

Partnerships

Research 
projects and 
evaluations

Increased awareness of 
wildlife and wildlife 
viewing among outdoor 
recreationists 

Increased number of 
partnerships with 
organizations that do not 
traditionally focus on 
wildlife 

Increased participation in 
Run for the Wild

Increased participation in 
DWR wildlife viewing 
programs and workshops 
by people who primarily 
identify with other 
outdoor recreation 
activities

Increased number of 
VIrginians who identify as 
a wildlife viewer

Increased number of 
hunting and/or fishing 
license holders 
participating in wildlife 
viewing

Increased number of 
wildlife recreationists who 
participate in multiple 
outdoor activities

Goal 1, Objective 5
Participation in wildlife viewing among groups that participate in other forms of outdoor recreation

Example measurement tools: Survey VBWT visitors about other outdoor recreation activities; Pop-up surveys of visitors to the wildlife 
viewing page on the Agency website; WIldlife Recreation Survey

Inputs

Printed media, 
publications 
and reports

Digital media 

Contact lists

Programs, 
events, and 
workshops

Evaluation 
measures 
updated over 
time

Outputs Short-term outcomes Medium-term outcomes Long-term outcomes



Funding for 
projects

Staff time

Partnerships

Research 
projects and 
evaluations

Increased understanding 
of agency properties

Increased understanding 
of where to access 
information on property 
amenities, restrictions, 
and accessibility

Increased use of online 
WMA information

Increased social media 
engagement related to 
agency lands (e.g., posts 
at WMAs) 

Increased interest in using 
agency lands for wildlife 
viewing

Increased sale of Restore 
the Wild memberships 
and WMA access permits

Increased number of 
subscribers to wildlife 
viewing and habitat 
newsletters 

Increase visitation to 
agency lands for wildlife 
viewing activities

Increased eBird and 
iNaturalist observations 
submitted from agency 
lands

Increased visitor 
satisfaction with agency 
lands for wildlife viewing

Increased number of trips 
wildlife viewers make for 
their viewing activities 
each year

Increased perception that 
agency lands support 
multiple recreation 
activities

Goal 2, Objective 1
Wildlife viewing on agency lands

Example measurement tools: WMA Visitor Surveys; electronic visitor counters; evaluation of social media engagement; evaluation of 
citizen science contributions; Wildlife Recreation Survey

Inputs

Printed media, 
publications 
and reports

Digital media 

Programs, 
events, and 
workshops

Wildlife 
habitat 
improved

Facilities and 
signage

Evaluation 
measures 
updated over 
time

Outputs Short-term outcomes Medium-term outcomes Long-term outcomes



Funding for 
projects

Staff time

Partnerships

Research 
projects and 
evaluations

Increased public 
knowledge of the VBWT 
and its locations 

Increased use of VBWT 
guide materials (e.g. 
online guide and Find 
Wildlife)

Increased requests for 
VBWT brochures and rack 
cards

Increased awareness 
among partners of the 
Adopt-a-Trail program

Increased visitation to 
VBWT sites

Increased participation in 
wildlife viewing or 
volunteer activities 
occurring on VBWT sites

Increased subscribers to 
wildlife viewing 
newsletter

Increased eBird and 
iNaturalist observations 
on VBWT sites

Increased allocation of 
grants to support wildlife 
viewing infrastructure on 
VBWT sites 

More VBWT sites adopted 
by volunteer groups

Increased travel-related 
spending in Virginia as a 
result of VBWT visitation

Increased visitor 
satisfaction with VBWT 
site quality and 
opportunities for wildlife 
viewing

Increased satisfaction 
from VBWT partners (i.e., 
site owners)

Goal 2, Objective 2
Wildlife viewing on Virginia Bird and Wildlife Trail sites

Example measurement tools: National Survey increase in wildlife viewing trips/days viewing; Google analytics for the VBWT portion of 
the Agency website and the Find Wildlife app; Wildlife Recreation Survey

Inputs

Printed media, 
publications 
and reports

Digital media 

Contact lists

Programs, 
events, and 
workshops

Facilities and 
signage 

Evaluation 
measures 
updated over 
time

Outputs Short-term outcomes Medium-term outcomes Long-term outcomes



Funding for 
projects

Staff time

Partnerships

Research 
projects and 
evaluations

Increased ability among 
viewers to take advantage 
of home-based wildlife 
viewing opportunities

Increased number of 
views and downloads 
from the "habitat" portion 
of the DWR website

Increased interest in 
DWR’s wildlife cameras

Increase in product sales 
related to wildlife viewing 
at home (e.g. feeders, bird 
seed, bird houses)

Increased sales of of 
native plant species and 
Habitat at Home 
resources

Increased participation in 
events that promote 
home-based viewing 

Increased viewing of 
DWR’s wildlife cameras

Increased participation 
among Virginians in 
external viewing programs 
(e.g., Audubon Christmas 
Bird Count)

Increased participation in  
wildlife viewing around 
the home

Increased satisfaction with 
DWR content related to 
around the home wildlife 
viewing

Increased number of 
landowners working with 
DWR biologists to 
promote wildlife habitat 
on their land

Increased backyard 
habitat for birds, 
pollinators, and other 
wildlife

Goal 2, Objective 3
Wildlife viewing around the home

Example measurement tools: Agency certifications; eBird and iNaturalist observations; Agency-certified habitats; Wildlife Recreation 
Survey

Inputs

Printed media, 
publications 
and reports

Digital media

Programs, 
events, and 
workshops

Evaluation 
measures 
updated over 
time

Outputs Short-term outcomes Medium-term outcomes Long-term outcomes



Funding for 
projects

Staff time

Partnerships

Research 
projects and 
evaluations

Increase in requests for 
information regarding 
available volunteer 
opportunities 

Increased ability among 
viewers to take advantage 
of volunteer opportunities

Growth in contact list of 
potential agency 
volunteers

Increased participation in 
DWR volunteer 
opportunities (# of 
participants, participant 
hours)

Increased participation in 
external projects 
promoted by DWR 

Increase in iNaturalist, 
eBird, and Backyard 
Habitat observations

Growth in stewardship 
committees for agency 
lands

Increased voting and 
advocacy relevant to DWR 
and wildlife viewing

Increased use of 
volunteers across divisions 
and in a larger variety of 
projects

Increased public 
satisfaction with DWR 
volunteer opportunities 

Increased amount of 
citizen science data 
incorporated into VAFWIS

Increase in number or 
scale of projects Lands 
and Access staff can 
commit to as a product of 
increased/reliable 
volunteer assistance

Goal 3, Objective 1
Engagement of wildlife viewers in volunteer opportunities

Example measurement tools: Google Analytics; evaluation of volunteer opportunities across DWR; surveys to VMNs and other agency 
volunteers

Inputs

Printed media, 
publications and 
reports

Digital media

Communication 
channels 

Contact lists

Programs, 
events, and 
workshops

Evaluation 
measures 
updated over 
time

Outputs Short-term outcomes Medium-term outcomes Long-term outcomes



Funding for 
projects

Staff time

Partnerships

Research 
projects and 
evaluations

Increased recognition and 
awareness of the "Leave 
no Trace" campaign

Increased viewership of 
ethics-related materials 
on the DWR website

Increased knowledge 
among viewers of 
guidance promoted by 
DWR on feeding and 
interacting with wildlife 

Increased ability of 
Virginia Master Naturalists 
and agency volunteers to 
implement responsible 
viewing practices

Less trash improperly 
disposed of at publicly 
accessible wildlife viewing 
locations and events

Decrease in public 
complaints about 
mistreatment of wildlife

Decrease in citations 
related to mistreatment 
or harassment of wildlife

Wildlife viewing activities 
in Virginia have little 
impact on wildlife and 
their habitats

Goal 3, Objective 2
Foster a culture of responsible wildlife viewing

Example measurement tools: Survey of Master Naturalists and other DWR program volunteers; Google Analytics for visitation to DWR’s 
online resources; Law Enforcement citations; internal survey of Lands and Facilities staff

Inputs

Printed media, 
publications 
and reports

Digital media

Programs, 
events, and 
workshops

Evaluation 
measures 
updated over 
time

Outputs Short-term outcomes Medium-term outcomes Long-term outcomes



Funding for 
projects

Staff time

Partnerships

Research 
projects and 
evaluations

Increased knowledge of 
the agency and its 
updated name

Increased awareness of 
the DWR's role in wildlife 
conservation and 
recreation

Increased awareness of 
DWR’s role in youth 
programming in schools

Increased news media 
reporting of agency’s 
outreach efforts

Increased use of DWR 
website 

Increased followers or 
activity on DWR social 
media accounts

Increased participation in 
DWR wildlife viewing 
events and programs

Increased perception that 
DWR prioritizes wildlife 
viewing, along with other 
forms of wildlife 
recreation

Increased levels of 
familiarity between 
wildlife viewers and the 
agency

Goal 4, Objective 1
Awareness of DWR’s mission and relevance to wildlife viewing

Example measurement tools: Survey of Virginians regarding the Agency; news media content analysis of agency's outreach efforts; 
Google Analytics for social media efforts; Wildlife Recreation Survey

Inputs

Printed media, 
publications 
and reports

Digital media

Evaluation 
measures 
updated over 
time

Outputs Short-term outcomes Medium-term outcomes Long-term outcomes



Funding for 
projects

Staff time

Partnerships

Research 
projects and 
evaluations

Trainings

Increased understanding 
among DWR staff about 
the importance of wildlife 
viewing to the agency

Increased perception 
among wildlife viewers 
that the DWR is relevant 
to  wildlife viewing 

Increased knowledge of 
the DWR’s efforts to 
support wildlife viewing 

Public comments from 
wildlife viewers on this 
Wildlife Viewing Plan

Increased attendance by 
wildlife viewers at public 
agency meetings

Increased public input 
concerning Agency actions 
and decisions

Increased submissions to 
agency media from 
wildlife viewing partners

Increased partnership 
requests from wildlife 
viewing organizations, 
clubs, and groups

Increased number of VMN 
volunteer hours on DWR 
lands and projects

Increased input received 
from wildlife viewers in 
relation to agency 
operations and 
regulations changes

Retention of a robust 
cadre of volunteers

Increased agreement that 
the DWR represents the 
values of wildlife viewers

Goal 4, Objective 2
Relationships between the DWR and wildlife viewers

Example measurement tools: Content analyses of public comments; evaluation of social media engagement

Inputs

Printed media, 
publications and 
reports

Digital media

Communication 
channels 

Programs, events, 
and workshops

Evaluation 
measures updated 
over time

Outputs Short-term outcomes Medium-term outcomes Long-term outcomes



Funding for 
projects

Staff time

Partnerships

Research 
projects and 
evaluations

Trainings

Increased ability among 
wildlife viewers to identify 
and take advantage of 
options for financially 
supporting the DWR

Increased understanding 
of the purpose and 
benefits of the Restore 
the Wild membership

Increased Restore the 
Wild memberships

Increased nongame fund 
contributions

Increased purchase of 
conservationist license 
plates

Increased corporate 
sponsorships

Increased tax-based 
donations to the agency

Increased public 
engagement in Restore 
the Wild programming

Broad support for new 
funding mechanisms

Additional funds available 
to support habitat 
restoration and viewing 
opportunities

Increased satisfaction with 
agency use of nongame 
fund contributions

Goal 4, Objective 3
Financial support from wildlife viewers 

Example measurement tools: Survey of Restore the Wild Members, Customer satisfaction surveys 

Inputs

Printed media, 
publications 
and reports

Digital media

Events

Evaluation 
measures 
updated over 
time

Outputs Short-term outcomes Medium-term outcomes Long-term outcomes
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Appendix A: Stakeholder and Technical Advisory Committees 
STAKEHOLDER ADVISORY COMMITTEE MEMBERS 

Aaron Floyd Blue Ridge Discovery Center 

Bill Williams Coastal Virginia Wildlife Observatory 

Bob Schamerhorn Virginia Audubon Society; wildlife photographer 

Conner McBane Appalachian Trail Conservancy 

Doug Rogers Virginia Bluebird Society 

Evan Spears Virginia Department of Conservation and Recreation 

Jennifer Dalke The Nature Conservancy 

Kathie Driscoll The Nature Foundation at Wintergreen; Lynchburg Birding Club 

Kathy Funk Rocky Mountain Elk Foundation  

Kristen Sinclair Fairfax County Park Authority 

Larry Mendoza Virginia Herpetological Society 

Laura Neale Virginia Society of Ornithology 

Lauren Cruz 
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, Eastern Virginia Rivers National Wildlife 
Refuge Complex 

Lindsay Hermanns 
Virginia Tech, Minorities in Agriculture, Natural Resources, and Related 
Sciences (MANRRS) 

Mary Foster Virginia Master Naturalists; Virginia Southside Bird Club 

Meg Riddle George Washington National Forest 

Michelle Prysby Virginia Master Naturalist program; Virginia Cooperative Extension 

Nancy Vehrs Virginia Native Plant Society 

Sandra Tanner Virginia Tourism 

Steve McCurdy Butterfly Society of Virginia 
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TECHNICAL ADVISORY COMMITTEE MEMBERS 
 

Gray Anderson Chief of Wildlife 

Mike Bednarski Chief, Aquatic Wildlife Resources Division 

George Braxton Chief Diversity and Inclusion Officer 

John Copeland  Fisheries Biologist III 

Nelson Lafon Forest Wildlife Program Manager 

Sergio Harding Nongame Bird Conservation Biologist 

Edward Herndon Recruitment, Retention, and Reactivation (R3) Coordinator  

Ron Hughes Region 4 Lands and Facilities Manager 

Stephen Living  Lands and Facilities Manager 

Jimmy Mootz Outreach Education Coordinator 

Brian Moyer  Deputy Director of Outreach 

Paige Pearson Public Information Officer 

Jessica Ruthenberg Watchable Wildlife Biologist 

Betsy Stinson  District Wildlife Biologist 

Meagan Thomas  Watchable Wildlife Biologist 

Jeff Trollinger  Assistant Chief, Aquatic Wildlife Resources Division 

Rene Valdez Human Dimensions Specialist 

Dan Wilson  Fisheries Biologist 
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Appendix B: Potential Tactics for Plan Implementation 
This appendix contains potential tactics that could be used to implement each of the strategies of the 
Wildlife Viewing Plan. As described in the plan, these tactics reflect ideas suggested during combined 
meetings between the SAC and TAC for engaging more people with wildlife, wildlife viewing, and DWR. 
The plan’s strategies were developed from these tactics, and the original tactics are retained here to 
provide DWR staff with a menu of specific, actionable steps they might adopt and/or adapt as they seek 
to achieve the objectives of the Wildlife Viewing Plan.  

 

GOAL 1: Connect diverse publics to wildlife and wildlife viewing in Virginia 

Objective 1: Increase participation by underrepresented gender, ethno-racial, and socio-economic 
groups in wildlife viewing events, programs, and activities led by DWR and partners 

1. Use best practices and market research to target communications to a diversity of wildlife 
viewers, including through increased representation of underrepresented groups in DWR 
communication materials. 

a. Conduct research and evaluation to quantify the effectiveness of current outreach 
programs targeting under-represented groups. 

b. Increase representation of women, BIPOC, and other under-represented groups in DWR 
social media, blog articles and promotional materials. 

2. Develop strategic partnerships with organizations focused on and representative of 
underrepresented groups to promote wildlife viewing and support social networks for viewers 
from these groups, especially those new to viewing.     

a. Develop strategic partnerships with groups such as Outdoor Afro and Latino Outdoors 
whose missions are to connect BIPOC with the outdoors; this ensures that programs 
targeting communities of color are led by individuals who are connected to and 
understand these communities. 

b. Collaborate with Virginia chapters of MANRRS (Minorities in Agriculture, Natural 
Resources and Related Sciences) to make connections between college-age people of 
color and wildlife viewing activities. 

c. Promote an increase in diversity among members and staff (including leadership) of 
wildlife and outdoor recreation organizations and associated events. 

d. Promote recruitment and stronger social networks for under-represented groups 
through “bring a friend” events. 

3. Enhance the accessibility and relevance of DWR lands, programs, and resources for 
underrepresented groups.  

a. Increase the relevance of DWR-sponsored festivals and events to under-represented 
groups, and target promotion of events to these groups. 

b. Target promotion of the Virginia Wildlife Grant Program to communities and youth 
organizations consisting of underrepresented groups. 

c. Promote access to DWR areas for wildlife or recreation organizations in order to 
promote participation and use among underrepresented groups, including through fee 
waivers. 

d. Consider interpretive and educational signage at select WMAs in Spanish or other 
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languages based on the area’s demographic needs, beyond current regulatory signage. 
4. Promote cultural competence and diversity and inclusion in agency approaches to hiring and 

training staff.  
a. Develop training and resources to increase cultural competency and awareness of the 

need for diversity and inclusion among DWR staff. 
b. Provide leadership and guidance on how to engage BIPOC in wildlife viewing through 

publicly available resources on diversity and inclusion in wildlife viewing designed for 
wildlife professionals and wildlife viewers. 

c. Recruit qualified candidates from under-represented groups in an effort to increase 
diversity of agency employees, particularly among biological and law enforcement staff. 

 
Objective 2: Increase engagement of urban populations in activities that connect people to wildlife 
and wildlife viewing 

1. Expand access to and awareness of locations for wildlife viewing in and near urban areas. 
a. Highlight locations in urban areas to see birds and wildlife that are easy to access and 

have amenities. 
b. Consider how to work with partners to acquire and manage land in urban areas for 

wildlife viewing. 
2. Develop and promote programs and activities that support wildlife viewing in urban areas. 

a. Increase outreach to educators in urban areas, with a particular focus on increasing 
their understanding of how to access DWR resources and funding, such as the Virginia 
Wildlife Grant Program. 

b. Coordinate small group events and partnerships in urban areas, including through social 
media. 

3. Develop communications materials that foster positive engagement between human 
communities and wildlife in urban areas. 

a. Use social media or create educational materials to promote and highlight positive 
human encounters with wildlife in urban areas. 

 

Objective 3: Increase awareness of wildlife and opportunities for participating in wildlife viewing 
among youth and families. 

1. Develop educational materials targeting families, with an emphasis on wildlife viewing, 
conservation of natural resources, and outdoor activities that can be done together.  

a. Develop resources for parents, guardians, and caregivers to help them recognize and 
cultivate youth interest in wildlife viewing. 

b. Determine if a list of nature camps in Virginia currently exists (for example, compiled by 
Virginia Tourism) and promote it by sharing links on DWR's website. 

2. Create and aid the development of activities that can be used or distributed by schools, 
partner organizations, libraries, and others to encourage wildlife viewing. 

a. Help schools and other organizations connect youth to viewing by developing 
curriculum or program kits about birding and viewing (such as Idaho’s Bird by Bird 
Program). 

b. Develop an easy to follow schoolyard habitat program with curriculum kits and planting 
guides for teachers. 

c. Develop video guides and kits or boxes available through local libraries for engaging kids 
in establishing backyard habitat. 
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d. Explore how to gradually build programs for loaning or renting viewing equipment (e.g., 
binoculars, field guides, tents, etc.) or support grant programs that could increase 
equipment purchases and loaning programs by partner organizations. (Also addresses 
Goal 1, Objective 4) 

3. Incorporate additional focus on Virginia’s wildlife and ways to get involved in wildlife viewing 
and conservation into current agency-sponsored school programs.  

a. Enhance the connection between DWR and Project Wild by including content specific to 
DWR and Virginia’s wildlife in Project Wild programming, which is a national curriculum 
and not state-specific. (Also addresses Goal 4, Objective 1) 

4. Offer agency programs that engage youth and families in wildlife viewing or habitat 
conservation or establishment. 

a. Increase direct agency interaction with schools through DWR-specific programs in 
schools or supporting field activities (e.g. taking school groups to WMAs). 

b. Collaborate with other organizations on “train the trainer” programs to train (and 
possibly certify) wildlife recreationists to work with youth. 

c. Develop and expand current programs that encourage youth and families to participate 
in wildlife viewing, including competitions and games (for example, bio blitzes utilizing 
iNaturalist/ Wildlife Mapping, Kids in the Woods Day, 4-H, and youth programs hosted 
by Virginia Master Naturalist volunteers). 

d. Develop short weekend programs for kids like those offered by Home Depot to build 
youth interest in wildlife and habitats. 

e. Bring wildlife viewing opportunities to non-nature camps, and provide youth something 
tangible to take home from the experience. 

f. Determine where families usually go when they participate in outdoor activities, and 
develop methods to bring wildlife viewing opportunities to those locations. 

 
Objective 4: Develop resources to help viewers with little or no experience progress through the 
Outdoor Recreation Adoption Model from awareness to avid viewer.  

1. Create introductory resources, activities, and programs to help new and inexperienced wildlife 
viewers get started.   

a. Provide information on wildlife viewing activities at a very introductory level, including 
how to view common wildlife species in backyards and local parks. 

b. Expand opportunities for introductory birding/wildlife viewing classes beyond the 
festival circuit. 

c. Conduct research to inform better marketing of good places to go wildlife viewing for 
amateur viewers; while more experienced viewers may be interested in sites with more 
diversity and/or higher probability of viewing rare species, beginners might be more 
interested in sites with a high probability of seeing more common species. 

2. Feature viewers with a variety of specialization levels in DWR media and communications.  
a. Offer diverse mechanisms for viewers to share their experiences, especially how they 

were introduced to wildlife viewing, and promote these stories through social media 
and DWR’s other communication channels. 

b. Represent a spectrum of specialization levels, including amateur viewers, in agency 
media and messaging, and tailor current agency messaging and programming to be 
welcoming to first-time/amateur viewers. 
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3. Provide training or guidance for partner organizations on introducing people to wildlife 
viewing and fostering continued participation through viewing opportunities and social 
support. 

a. Include information on the DWR website that directs people to birding and viewing 
clubs in Virginia, in order to connect first-time/amateur viewers to existing social 
support systems.   

b. Provide training or guidelines for birding/viewing guides on how to support viewers with 
less experience at festivals. 

 
Objective 5: Raise awareness of wildlife viewing among groups that participate in other forms of 
outdoor recreation, in order to enrich their outdoor experience and introduce a new and related 
activity. 

1. Partner with organizations and events that broadly promote engagement with nature and the 
outdoors in order to reach outdoor recreationists and introduce viewing as a companion 
activity. 

a. Collaborate with current programs that encourage broad participation in wildlife 
viewing or outdoor recreation (e.g., The City-Nature Challenge; The River Rock Festival 
in Richmond, GO Outside Festival in Roanoke, VA). 

b. Conduct agency tabling or programming at major outdoor events and festivals (e.g., 
GoFest, Virginia State Fair). 

  
2. Develop informational and communications materials that promote the DWR, VBWT, and 

wildlife viewing to specific outdoor recreationists (for example, paddlers, trail runners, 
mountain bikers, or campers). 

a. Develop a search or filter function for the VBWT section of the DWR website that allows 
people to search sites by available facilities (such as trails, kayak/canoe rentals and 
launches, campsites, etc.) and a plan for maintaining the website. 

b. Increase awareness and use of VBWT sites by people who are paddling, hiking, and 
camping by developing targeted ads for the VBWT in appropriate publications. 

c. Communicate with hunters, anglers, and non-wildlife recreationists (including trail 
runners, hikers, and paddlers) about the connections between their current recreation 
activities and wildlife viewing (for example, share birding guides with hunters and 
anglers or develop blog posts about wildlife that can be seen while hiking). 

d. Work with partner organizations to provide materials about wildlife viewing and the 
VBWT (for example, brochures, videos, or presentations) to outdoor recreation clubs 
and retailers. (Also addresses Goal 2, Objective 3) 

e. Develop informational materials geared toward running/hiking/biking communities on 
best practices for minimizing their impact on wildlife and habitats while recreating. 

 

 

GOAL 2: Provide a variety of wildlife viewing opportunities accessible to all in the Commonwealth 

 
Objective 1: Encourage increased wildlife viewing on agency lands and waters through habitat 
management and messaging about these properties.  

1. Continue to conduct holistic habitat management on DWR properties that includes all wildlife 
and is consistent with the DWR Wildlife Action Plan.   
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a. Consider a wider breadth of wildlife in habitat management. 
b. Promote management practices that foster diverse habitat assemblages that support 

native wildlife communities. 
c. Continue to incorporate habitat enhancement during the planning phase for WMA 

management strategies. 
d. Develop metrics for measuring progress towards and achievement of management 

goals. 
2. Develop communications that clarify the purpose of agency properties and the ability of these 

lands and waters to support multiple forms of wildlife recreation.  
a. Work on messaging in order to raise the profile of WMAs among wildlife viewers and 

clarify their unique mission and management. 
b. Consider ways to highlight the ability of WMAs to support both hunting and viewing 

activities, especially through infrastructure and information about usage. 
c. Address perceived safety issues and interference associated with a multi-use approach 

to recreation on WMAs. 
d. Encourage use of WMAs by viewers on Sundays, when hunting (mostly) does not occur. 

3. Create simple, user-friendly communications about wildlife viewing opportunities on various 
DWR properties, specific rules and restrictions for each property, amenities and accessibility, 
and appropriate safety information.   

a. Develop and publicize an online resource that provides clarity about when various 
management and recreation activities are happening on WMAs, since these activities 
vary across WMAs, counties, and months. 

b. Ensure that all WMAs are listed as part of the VBWT, have VBWT signage, and that 
WMA webpages connect to the detailed wildlife viewing info provided in the VBWT 
online guide for each site. 

c. Advertise the “Find Wildlife App” to a wider audience. 
d. Promote wildlife habitat management/conservation and viewing opportunities on 

WMAs through on-site signage accessible to WMA visitors (such as what has been done 
for Red-cockaded Woodpeckers at Big Woods WMA). 

e. Develop an interactive, online resource to show the location, available resources, and 
differences in facilities at WMAs across Virginia (e.g., online GIS map or app), including 
images, so viewers know what to expect when visiting these properties. 

4. Ensure on-site signage is effective, with accurate, up-to-date information about access and 
clearly marked entry points and parking areas. 

a. Ensure that entry points for public lands are easily located; update maps online and on 
paper to include newer public land designations. 

b. Ensure parking areas are clearly labelled, especially when they are on the side of the 
road, and make clear, easy-to-find parking maps available online. 

c. Provide signage that indicates when and why public lands are closed, and make this 
information easily accessible online. 

d. Provide more information on-site at public lands about license and fee requirements, 
including signs detailing options for paying via kiosks, online, or through the app. 

 
Objective 2:  Increase use of VBWT sites for wildlife viewing activities. 

1. Expand promotion of the VBWT to improve awareness and understanding of the VBWT among 
wildlife viewers.  
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a. Promote WMA and VBWT sites through multiple media channels (e.g., email 
communications and newsletters, social media, podcasts). 

b. Work with partners (for example, tourism entities, nature centers, and outdoor 
retailers) to increase marketing of and distribution of materials about the VBWT. 

c. Improve online information to address widespread lack of understanding about what 
VBWT sites are, where they are located, what can be expected on the sites, and the fact 
that they encompass a diverse array of both public and private lands, managed by 
diverse entities; clarify that the VBWT resource compiles all the best lands for birding 
and wildlife viewing in one place. 

d. Assess issues associated with VBWT signage, and address these challenges as resources 
allow. 

e. Continue to update the design of and content about the VBWT on the DWR website. 
f. Continue to maintain ads for the VBWT in internal and external print materials and 

social media platforms (e.g., Virginia Wildlife Magazine). 
g. Expand the series of regional VBWT brochures to include more parts of the 

Commonwealth and make these available in DWR’s regional offices. 
h. Train DWR staff on the opportunities provided by the VBWT for wildlife viewers and 

available VBWT promotional materials 
2. Strengthen communication with the owners or managers of VBWT sites and trail users to 

support the continued accessibility of these sites for wildlife viewing and to promote 
opportunities for public engagement in wildlife viewing, habitat management, or other 
activities on VBWT sites. 

a. Develop a mechanism for collecting information about events happening at VBWT sites 
so that DWR can help communicate these events or partner in hosting them. 

b. Develop programs that incentivize or reward wildlife viewing on public lands (for 
example, visiting VBWT sites or loops within the state). 

c. Work closely with VBWT site owners or managers and DWR land managers to promote 
opportunities for public engagement in wildlife viewing, habitat management, or other 
activities on VBWT sites.   

d. Establish mechanisms for providing feedback on VBWT sites, including suggesting the 
addition or removal of sites, and communicate with viewers about these opportunities. 

e. Continue to provide small grants to localities seeking funding for wildlife viewing 
amenities on their public lands. 

3. Expand partnerships with counties, friend groups, wildlife viewing organizations, and other 
volunteers to support routine maintenance and reporting on VBWT sites. 

a. Connect with local bird clubs and other recreation groups to investigate whether they 
know about and use the VBWT and reintroduce them, if necessary. 

b. Strengthen partnerships with counties, friend groups, and volunteers to help reduce the 
costs and maintenance burden of facilities on public lands. 

c. Seek creative solutions to waste management on public lands. 
d. Promote the Adopt-a-Trail program to wildlife viewing organizations to increase 

awareness of VBWT. 
e. Work with current citizen science participants (such as VABBA2) to promote viewing 

opportunities on public land to others. 
4. Increase the accessibility of VBWT sites, including DWR properties, for viewers with physical 

disabilities.  
a. Improve the accessibility of information about the availability and locations of barrier-

free and accessible trails at WMAs. 
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b. Where financially feasible, increase the number of barrier-free and ADA-compliant 
facilities on DWR properties. 

c. Expand existing DWR grant programs to localities to include providing infrastructure or 
amenities, such as trails and viewing platforms, that improve the accessibility of VBWT 
sites for wildlife viewing. 

 
Objective 3: Increase access to wildlife viewing opportunities from or close to home.   

1. Ensure that DWR’s Habitat for Wildlife resources are easily accessible, up-to-date, and widely 
promoted and distributed. 

a. Ensure that backyard habitat and home-based viewing materials on the DWR website 
are easily accessible, up-to-date, and promoted and advertised. 

b. Partner with Master Naturalists, Master Gardeners, Native Plant Partnership, and other 
groups (Audubon, Virginia Native Plant Society) to offer online and in-person resources 
for establishing backyard habitat. Ensure that this information is accessible for 
beginners and relevant for people with limited financial means and varying acreage. 

c. Connect people to the grass-roots “Homegrown National Park” ideas of Doug Tallamy by 
sharing links to his books and recorded presentations in backyard habitat materials and 
on the DWR website. 

d. Update and maintain a list of available programming for backyard habitat certification 
through partner organizations (such as the National Wildlife Federation). 

e. Partner with nurseries to ensure people can find native plants that are in limited supply. 
f. Work with DWR’s private lands biologists to connect wildlife viewers to information 

about Farm Bill programs for habitat conservation on private land and develop 
management plans for their properties. 

g. Provide training opportunities for private landowners and public lands volunteers 
involving habitat management practices and tools. 

h. Expand and promote DWR’s Habitat Partners Program to engage businesses, private 
landowners, and schools in wildlife viewing, wildlife conservation, and DWR programs. 

2. Create and promote DWR and partnered resources, programs, and events that support 
wildlife viewing from or close to home. 

a. Use web-based platforms (for example, Zoom and Facebook Live) to host virtual wildlife 
viewing programming for people at home. 

b. Communicate to broader audiences about DWR’s wildlife cameras. 
c. Provide information on bird feeders, bird baths, and nest boxes as introductory ways 

that people can interact with wildlife in their yards. 
3. Increase outreach for wildlife viewing opportunities external to the agency that viewers can 

participate in from or close to home. 
a. Increase outreach for wildlife-oriented programs that do not require travel (for 

example, programs like Birding Bingo and North Carolina’s Candid Critter Program). 
b. Promote wildlife mapping projects that allow viewers to share what they see in their 

backyards. 
 
  
GOAL 3: Promote wildlife and habitat conservation through wildlife viewing 

Objective 1: Increase volunteer engagement by connecting wildlife viewers to conservation 
opportunities. 
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1. Develop resources that communicate avenues for wildlife viewers to engage in volunteer 
conservation activities, such as citizen science, habitat stewardship, outreach, and advocacy. 

a. Develop resources for adults and youth that provide guidance on how to get involved in 
volunteer opportunities. 

b. Add messaging on how to do outreach related to wildlife viewing and on viewing ethics 
to existing DWR resources, including the agency website and resources being developed 
by the Watchable Wildlife Program. 

c. Provide educational materials on wildlife viewing, ethics,  conservation, etc. to county 
and local government nature centers and other nonformal environmental education 
organizations. Consider connecting with some of these centers through the Virginia 
Association for Environmental Education. 

d. Communicate the importance of voting and advocacy as conservation behaviors to 
wildlife viewers. 

2. Provide opportunities for volunteers to assist with habitat stewardship on DWR lands to 
accomplish management goals.   

a. Organize and host a DWR volunteer event that would appeal to multiple kinds of 
recreationists (e.g. an event focused on habitat restoration on a WMA). (Also addresses 
Goal 2, Objective 3) 

b. Work with public lands staff to identify needs for volunteer help with public lands 
maintenance and, with oversight from DWR staff, use volunteers to help with low-risk 
opportunities for habitat stewardship. Learn from the successes of other habitat 
stewardship volunteer programs, including the Appalachian Trail Conservancy’s habitat 
restoration efforts, DCR’s Natural Area Stewards, and similar programs in The Nature 
Conservancy. 

c. Consider how to provide oversight and coordination of volunteers for habitat 
management, including through the engagement of regional coordinators.  

d. Consider “Friends of [ ] WMA” groups as a useful structure for organizing and garnering 
support and volunteer labor for select WMA sites. Ensure that these groups have strong 
staff involvement and include multiple user groups. 

e. Develop stewardship committees for certain public lands; these volunteers could check 
trails, report downed trees, vandalism, or illegal behavior, control weeds, etc.  

3. Develop and promote citizen science projects that are aligned with DWR’s management and 
conservation goals, and mechanisms for incorporating data generated by citizen scientists in 
DWR decision-making processes. 

a. Work with DWR biologists to identify data needs that could be fulfilled through 
volunteer engagement and determine the best way to meet these needs. 

b. Align the existing Wildlife Mapping Program (which uses iNaturalist) to targeted wildlife 
or habitat goals to make use of the wealth of data generated by this program. 

c. Continue to work with the DWR Environmental Services staff to ensure that data 
collected by volunteers can be integrated with Virginia Fish and Wildlife Information 
Service (VaFWIS). 

d. Move from paper-based to digital data collection for the Adopt-a-Trail program, so data 
can be more easily submitted by volunteers and processed by staff. Consider using the 
Collector for ArcGIS app which integrates with ArcGIS to support decision-making and 
can collect data offline when there is no internet/cellular connectivity. 

e. Conduct a virtual DWR bioblitz challenge (e.g., using iNaturalist) in order to collect data 
and potentially build regional networks for wildlife viewing. 

f. Consider use of Chronolog, a useful tool for volunteers to track plant community 
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progression over time, using photos tied to date/waypoint. 
4. Work with partner organizations to create and coordinate volunteer opportunities for wildlife 

viewers and to recruit volunteers. 
a. Grow existing relationships (e.g., with Ducks Unlimited, Virginia Master Naturalists) and 

form new partnerships to build volunteer capacity. 
b. Promote volunteer opportunities across the email list-servs of partner organizations. 
c. Ensure adequate staff capacity for coordination of volunteer opportunities created 

within the agency so that volunteers can be connected to opportunities that match their 
interests and needs. 

d. Develop or coordinate “train the trainer” programs in partnership with other volunteer 
organizations to develop recruiters/ambassadors. People who engage in citizen science 
become great ambassadors for wildlife, as well as generate valuable data. 

e. To work within DWR’s limited staff capacity, partner with wildlife viewing organizations 
to increase education/outreach efforts related to wildlife viewing through DWR-trained 
volunteers.  

f. Engage with organizations that are already connected to a large number of diverse 
members (for example, The Wildlife Society, American Fisheries Society, and Trout 
Unlimited) in order to expand connections to stakeholders that could be mobilized to 
support conservation or the agency through advocacy or voting. 

5. Implement best practices across volunteer programs to promote volunteer satisfaction and 
retention; this includes following through on promised deliverables and maintaining 
communication about outcomes. 

a. Implement best practices across DWR citizen science programs, including ensuring that 
collected data are used and shared and their application is communicated to volunteers.  

b. Ensure adequate funding for the final products of the 2nd Virginia Breeding Bird Atlas 
(VABBA2) (a book, interactive website, or both) in order to see this project to its 
conclusion and meet the expectations of the over 1,400 volunteers who have 
participated in the Atlas.  

c. Continue communicating with VABBA2 volunteers and the general public on the 
progress that DWR is making toward the final Atlas product. 

d. Continue to create additional, discrete opportunities for citizen science, including 
engaging with VABBA2 volunteers by building upon the success of the Atlas and creating 
new volunteer opportunities for this existing network. 

 
Objective 2: Foster a culture of responsible wildlife viewing.     

1. Emphasize responsible wildlife viewing, including stewardship, ethics, and safety, in new and 
existing DWR communication materials, signage, and programs. 

a. Increase ethics-focused language in DWR materials (e.g. publications, signs on public 
lands managed by DWR, and the DWR website) and events. 

b. Promote a culture of responsible wildlife viewing (stewardship, ethics, and safety) 
among wildlife viewers through education, including information about current rules 
related to handling and impacting wildlife on public lands. 

c. Develop and use consistent agency messaging and guidelines for feeding birds and other 
wildlife. 

d. Maintain awareness among DWR staff of the unintended consequences of education 
initiatives, including the potential for generating malicious activity or enabling poaching 
(by making specific wildlife locations known).  
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e. Emphasize tangible lessons over general statements in responsible viewing materials. 
For example, start with a specific problem (e.g. snake fungus), then zoom out to 
stewardship best practices that address that problem (e.g. disinfecting equipment). 

2. Work with partner organizations to incorporate stewardship, ethics, and safety into new and 
existing programs and events.  

a. Incorporate content on wildlife viewing, as well as DWR conservation and ethics 
priorities, into Virginia Master Naturalist volunteer training so they can teach others 
when they do outreach. 

b. Partner with Virginia Master Naturalists and others who host booths at community 
events to coordinate on booth messaging, materials, and content.  

c. Work with partner organizations to encourage inclusion of ethics components and 
modeling of ethical viewing behavior during existing events. 

d. Work with partner organizations to host workshops on responsible wildlife viewing, 
ideally as joint efforts between different types of wildlife viewing groups (e.g. 
ornithological and herpetological groups) to promote cross-pollination and the sharing 
of ideas. 

e. Use education on responsibly and safely handling wildlife (e.g., lessons on how to safely 
move turtles out of the road) as a tool for engaging people with wildlife in the first 
place. 

 
 
GOAL 4: Connect broad constituencies to the Virginia Department of Wildlife Resources through 
wildlife viewing 

Objective 1: Increase awareness of the scope of DWR's mission and its relevance to wildlife viewing.   

1. Develop a communication strategy to share the DWR mission, the role of DWR in conservation 
and outdoor recreation, and the agency’s commitment to diverse constituencies, including 
wildlife viewers.  

a. Communicate about the role of DWR in wildlife viewing and recent changes within the 
agency that reflect its commitment to broader constituencies. 

b. Further improve the visibility and user-friendliness of the DWR website, and consider 
the use of software to increase the relevance of DWR’s website to browser search hits. 

c. Analyze DWR’s social media output and user responses as part of a broader evaluation 
of DWR communication related to wildlife viewing; modify messaging as needed in 
order to increase viewership and reach of wildlife viewing communications. 

d. Promote existing documents developed by other organizations that describe the role of 
state agencies and outline policy actions that can support DWR’s work. For example, 
NABCI’s 2019 State of the Birds report contains data on the role of state agencies in 
recovering U.S. bird populations and a supplemental insert detailing the importance of 
the Recovering America’s Wildlife Act (RAWA) for supporting this conservation work. 

2. Sponsor, participate in, and organize events (virtual and in-person) that generate interest in 
wildlife viewing and engage the public with DWR staff and programs. 

a. Expand social media outreach through social media-based challenges (e.g., try to visit 
every VBWT site and post a picture to prove you were there) and advertisement of day 
events, especially those that relate to citizen science. 

b. Increase communication/branding related to existing education programs in schools 
that are sponsored by DWR to increase awareness among parents of DWR’s role in 
youth programming.  
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c. Promote better relationships between wildlife recreationists and conservation officers. 
d. Consider how to generate more public interaction with DWR staff beyond law 

enforcement and regulations to increase awareness of the agency’s broader mission and 
activities. 

   
Objective 2. Increase dialogue and recognition between the agency and wildlife viewers to cultivate 
improved relationships.   

1. Train DWR staff about the importance of wildlife viewing to DWR’s mission, agency programs 
that support wildlife viewing, and ways in which viewers support the agency. 

a. Learn from the engagement strategies being used by other agencies (such as State 
Parks). 

2. Establish and communicate mechanisms through which wildlife viewers can provide input to 
the agency.  

a. Get a schedule of agency Board meetings and announcements about scoping meetings 
to viewing clubs and organizations so they can share these meetings with their 
membership and promote attendance. 

b. Sponsor and participate in wildlife and outdoor festivals in order to connect with and 
hear from new and diverse audiences. 

3. Expand the scope of the Executive Director’s advisory group to include regular communication 
and opportunities for feedback on issues relevant to wildlife viewing organizations.  

a. Build beyond the Director’s Advisory Group to establish a consistent way to meet and 
talk with partner organizations about issues that are relevant to the viewing community. 
Consider whether it would be useful to have a separate meeting with just birding and 
viewing groups, or whether they could be a specialist subset within the Advisory Group.  

4. Highlight the relevance of DWR’s work to wildlife viewers through content published in 
partner and DWR communication channels. 

a. Publicize DWR's partnerships related to wildlife viewing, in order to highlight the 
agency's relationships with groups that viewers already identify with. 

b. Actively solicit and encourage articles from partner organizations for the monthly e-
newsletter Notes from the Field to increase content that viewers would be interested in.  

c. Utilize the Facebook and social media pages of wildlife viewing organizations to reach 
wildlife viewers who aren't tied to DWR communications in other ways; post a question 
about agency activities related to viewing that DWR wants feedback on 

5. Train agency volunteers to become “ambassadors” that can serve as a conduit for 
communication between DWR and the wildlife viewing community.   

a. Explore potential connections to Wildlife Ambassadors; these volunteers could be 
involved in sharing agency messages, but also hearing from the viewing and birding 
communities and then bringing needs and interests back to the agency. 

6. Foster ongoing engagement with agency volunteers and recognition of their contributions. 
a. Build upon the goodwill and communication infrastructure generated through VABBA2 

to continue engaging with project volunteers as the Atlas transitions from field data 
collection to data analysis and review and to publication over the next 4-5 years.  

b. Maximize distribution of this Wildlife Viewing Plan and information about the public 
comment period to give the birding and viewing communities an opportunity to weigh 
in and to demonstrate interest from the agency in connecting with these stakeholders. 

c. Publicize viewer contributions to agency conservation (for example, Master Naturalist 
hours monetized), in order to address sentiments (among traditional constituents or 
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agency staff) that the viewing community does not contribute to conservation. 
d. Consider how to use public reporting of certain wildlife species (through photos 

especially) as a good way to begin conversations with viewers (like the Flora and Fauna 
part of the Run for the Wild event).   

  
Objective 3: Increase monetary contributions of wildlife viewers to support DWR's work with wildlife 
and habitat conservation.    

1. Increase internal training and awareness among DWR staff of the ways in which wildlife 
viewers financially support DWR. 

a. Increase internal training on the funding mechanisms through which viewers support 
DWR, including HB38 funds, Virginia Wildlife license plates, the Non-Game Fund, the 
Access Permit, and Restore the Wild.  

2. Streamline and expand external promotion of existing funding mechanisms through which 
wildlife viewers can support DWR. 

a. Communicate about current funding mechanisms that viewers can and already 
participate in to support the agency (e.g., communicating the role of HB 38 funds to 
birders and viewers). 

b. Promote ways in which constituents can financially support DWR conservation efforts in 
all DWR communications (i.e., ‘How You Can Help’).  

c. Promote purchase of a Virginia Wildlife license plate as a mechanism for contributing to 
the agency and wildlife conservation. 

d. Streamline and expand promotion of Restore the Wild memberships to communicate 
the value of this program for wildlife viewers. 

e. Clarify the purpose and goals of the Restore the Wild Program in order to refine the 
program’s target communities and desired outcomes. 

f. Shift dialogue around Restore the Wild memberships from a focus on generating more 
money for the agency to highlighting the habitat and wildlife services provided by the 
agency for diverse constituencies, and provide a variety of mechanisms through which 
constituents can support DWR, from volunteering to donating. 

g. Develop a set of standardized materials (e.g., logos, presentation slides, hand outs) to 
advertise the Restore the Wild program by the agency and partner organizations. 

h. Provide clear information about the Restore the Wild membership on DWR’s website 
and as a regular part of DWR social media outreach. 

i. Work to further push advertisement and communication of the Restore the Wild 
Membership to broader, non-traditional audiences (e.g., through concert venues, 
breweries, etc.).  

j. Provide opportunities for the public to choose and/or provide artwork for the focal 
species used for each year’s Restore the Wild campaign. Ensure that the focal species 
are diverse and rotating, and include species that generally receive less attention. 

k. Consider how to capitalize on what has been created with Restore the Wild to also 
increase monies for the separate Non-Game Fund (funds SGCN research projects and 
wildlife viewing projects) in order to streamline the call to action for the public. 

l. Consider a rebranding of the Non-Game Fund (new name, updated graphics, improved 
webpage) and put some marketing behind it, as has been done with Restore the Wild. 
Reintroduce what it is to wildlife viewers, its purpose, and its relevance to wildlife 
viewers. 
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3. Implement DWR-sponsored events in which registration fees support wildlife or habitat 
conservation. 

a. Implement more DWR-sponsored events in which registration fees support habitat 
projects or Restore the Wild (such as Run for the Wild). 

4. Explore opportunities to work with corporate or retail partners to generate funding for 
wildlife conservation and viewing-related programming. 

a. Consider ways to partner with industry to garner funding for wildlife conservation and 
viewing-related programming. 
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