





LOSS OF WILDLIFE

Human-caused climate change threatens
the natural wildlife in Chincoteague and
Shenandoah.

changed climate could mean a loss of some

wildlife species now found in Shenandoah
and Chincoteague, as well as changes in their
natural mixtures of wildlife. There, as elsewhere,
some species may go completely extinct. The
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change
warns that just 4° to 5°F of higher temperatures
would leave 20 to 30% of plant and animal
species that have been studied in climatic
conditions far outside those of their current
ranges, making them ‘“likely to be at increasingly
high risk of extinction.”® One reason this
percentage is so high is that stresses resulting
from climate change would come atop others
such as habitat loss.* And even if species do not
become extinct everywhere, local populations of
species in a particular area, such as a national
park, may be eliminated.

“If species are unable to adapt to the new
conditions or relocate to suitable habitats
elsewhere, extirpations and extinctions
will likely occur.”

Virginia Department of Game and Inland Fisheries,
National Wildlife Federation, and Virginia
Conservation Network”’

Another change that can result from a disrupted
climate is the movement into an area of new
species not now able to live there, but which
could as habitats and other conditions change.
The presence of these species, by itself, would
be a change in the naturally occurring
ecosystems. The new immigrants also would
create additional stresses for the natural
residents, competing with them for habitat and
food.

BIRDS IN CHINCOTEAGUE

Birds in every terrestrial and aquatic habitat will
be affected by climate change, with those in
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coastal refuges such as Chincoteague
particularly vulnerable to inundation or
fragmentation of low-lying habitats such as sand
beaches, salt marshes, and mudflats by rising
seas and more severe coastal storms. As a
result, the great majority of coastal species have
medium or high vulnerability to climate change.*

A disrupted climate's effects on birds at
Chincoteague strike at the very heart of why this
special place was set aside as a national wildlife
refuge. Chincoteague's wide diversity of
habitats, including the beach and dunes,
maritime forest, managed freshwater ponds, and
vast salt marshes to the west of the islands,
attracts many types and great numbers of birds.
Over 320 species of shorebirds, wading birds,
songbirds, waterfowl, and raptors all find homes
on or pass through the refuge. The refuge has
been designated a Globally Important Bird Area,
is part of the Western Hemisphere Shorebird
Reserve Network and designated as one of the
top ten birding Hotspots by the National
Audubon Society.”

Piping plovers are particularly at risk at
Chincoteague and illustrate the threats to birds
at the refuge. The Atlantic Coast piping plover is
listed as threatened under the Endangered
Species Act. Once plentiful along the Atlantic
coast, the species nearly disappeared due to
excessive hunting for the millinery trade. Under
protections put in place under the federal
Migratory Bird Treaty Act, numbers recovered by
the 1940s, but have declined since due to
degradation of habitat, human disturbances, and
intensified predation pressures.'”

Piping plover/FWS



Piping plovers nest only on open, sandy beach
habitats, scraping shallow depressions in the
sand that are already highly vulnerable to a
range of disturbances.™ Large stretches of
Chincoteague's beaches are closed to public
use every summer to protect nesting plovers.

But if the beaches themselves are lost, piping
plovers likely would be lost, too. And
Chincoteague's beaches are likely to be greatly
diminished or essentially eliminated by rising
seas in this century, according to modeling done
by the FWS. (See pages 14-18.)

“Piping plovers and least terns [at
Chincoteague] need beach
habitat that is not vulnerable to
erosion or flooding given sea-
level predictions. Further loss of
habitat for these and other
rare species would make their
continued survival questionable.’

b

Defenders of Wildlife'”

——

The thousands of ducks, geese, shorebirds, and
other birds that use the 2,600 acres of ponds
and wetlands within Chincoteague's manmade
impoundments are also highly vulnerable to
breaching of and saltwater intrusion into those
impoundments as a result of higher seas and
stronger coastal storms.

As at other coastal wildlife refuges, Chinco-
teague's managers are beginning to face
difficult decisions about how long to continue
restoring these managed wetlands as sea-level
rises and coastal storms require more frequent
and expensive maintenance of them. “There will
be a finite life expectancy for these impound-
ments if sea-level rise occurs as expected,”
says Harold Laskowski, a FWS regional refuge
biologist.'” He and others in FWS are
developing monitoring protocols and a
structured decision-making process to help
refuge managers make future management
decisions on how long to continue rebuilding
artificial impoundments or when they should be
allowed to revert to unmanaged habitat."

Ducks and geese in Chincoteague’s maintained impoundments, which are vulnerable to rising seas and destruction from

stronger coastal storms.
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