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Introduction
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Partnerships are valuable tools for implementing priorities in wildlife conservation. Working with partners can bring additional financial resources, increased capacity and specialized knowledge to a conservation project and, when managed effectively, can increase the efficiency and scope of conservation in a state.  As the wildlife planner of Texas put it; “If you’re not doing wildlife conservation with partners then you should just stop because it’s like climbing Mount Everest without oxygen”.
    In addition to pooling resources, partners can provide aid in less obvious ways.  In Massachusetts, for example, NGO partners have helped the state agencies in habitat acquisition by utilizing their faster process to hold property until the state agencies complete their slower processes for acquiring the land.
  The wildlife agency in Georgia has also employed strategic partnerships to implement projects outside of the agency’s jurisdiction.
  

The creation of the State Wildlife Action Plans was an opportunity for many states to reevaluate their conservation approach, including how the agencies approached the use of partnerships for implementing conservation actions.  The purpose of my research was to identify (1) if and how the plans have changed the ways that states approach partnerships for wildlife conservation and (2) what have been the most effective methods for creating and managing implementation partnerships.  From this knowledge, I hope to provide useful information for agencies on options to better utilize partnerships for plan implementation in the future.  
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This individual research study exists as one component of a larger study composed of nine students at the University of Michigan which analyzed the state wildlife action plans of the Northeast region.  This regional study, in turn lies within the context of a national distributed seminar headed by the University of California Berkley in which the state wildlife action plans of all 50 states were analyzed.  The methodology for my research was to conduct standardized phone interviews with state wildlife coordinators from across the country.  At the conclusion of my research phase, I had conducted over eighteen phone interviews with coordinators in fifteen states in the continental U.S.  Below is a list of the states in which I conducted interviews for this study.
     California

       Colorado

         Florida

        Georgia

    Massachusetts
       Michigan
        Missouri

         Nevada

     New Mexico

      Oklahoma

         Oregon

          Texas

        Virginia

     Washington                             

      Wisconsin
It was my goal to interview coordinators in at least three states in each region in order to identify  regional differences, but it was more difficult to obtain interviews in some regions than others, so the Western and Southern regions are better represented through my research than the Midwest, Northeast and Southeastern regions.  Nevertheless, I was able to draw findings from these informative interviews, which I will now present below.  

Findings
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Overview

In the creation of the plans, many states emphasized the important role that partners would play in implementing the actions identified throughout the documents.  In Pennsylvania, for instance, the state plan includes an extensive list of potential partners directly linked to each action addressed
.  Since plan creation, the role of partnerships in implementation has been emphasized and expanded in some cases but has remained unchanged in others.  Most states have not formed large numbers of new partnerships as a result of the plans but many have expanded existing relationships with partners for implementation.  

The degree to which the plans have transformed the partner process varied widely throughout the states studied.  In California and New Mexico, the creation of the plans and availability of SWG funds did little to spur new partner processes but for very different reasons.  In California, SWG funding from the action plans makes up less than one percent of the state’s wildlife budget and as such, it has not been as strong of an impetus as other funding sources in the state, though the California representative notes that the plan has created a “groundswell” of support and attention at every level.
   In New Mexico, the small amount of SWG appropriations and lack of infrastructure to implement the plan has created very little incentive for the state agencies to change their standard operating procedures.  The agency, like many state wildlife agencies in the U.S., also faces the challenge of being understaffed and as one agency representative explained the other non-plan responsibilities of the job, “nobody’s sitting around waiting for things to do”.

Conversely, some states have made changes to their partner process as a result of the plans.  In Florida, the state agency has utilized SWG funds to hire a permanent, full-time staff member to serve as the Partnership Coordinator for the state.  In his role, the partnership coordinator is responsible for developing formal standards for partnerships, increasing the number of partnerships, and improving partner management within the state.
  The agency is looking into adapting tools from the Department of Interior’s Partnership Toolkit and USFS’s Partnership Resource Center for building the state’s partnership standards.  The new position is only a few months old to date, so the effectiveness of this approach remains to be seen.  In Oklahoma, where SWG funding has increased the wildlife budget six fold, the agency has initiated three projects with The Nature Conservancy for the first time and has branched out from working with one state entity to six.
  

Sharing SWG funding with Partners
The states not only varied in the amount of transformation in the partner processes as a result of the plan, but also in the proportion of internal and external usage of SWG funds.  Some representatives noted that sharing resources with partners was important to a successful partner process, but not all states have made SWG funding available to partners.  Below, the states in this study have been placed on a spectrum illustrating the extent to which they make SWG funding available to partners for plan implementation
.
Percentage of SWG Funds Made Available to External Partners
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As you can see, states differed in the amount of SWG funding that they passed on to partners significantly.  A number of states have spent all SWG funds internally and for differing reasons.  One special case is in Massachusetts, where the state is small and the agency is able to be personally involved in all the projects within the state.  According to one agency representative, not completely outsourcing projects has been very beneficial to the oversight process because agency personnel have been more closely involved during each step of project implementation than they would have if projects were completely outsourced to external partners.
  
On the other end of the spectrum is Missouri, where the state has spent SWG funding indirectly by giving money to other organizations and allowing them to create their own grant programs with it.  The state representative explains that they are investing in NGOs, but not always trying to be the sole driver of action within the state.
  In one example, the state agency gave the MOBSI $100,000 to create a grant program.
  The organization selects the projects and manages the grant themselves, but the agency has the power to say no to projects if they are not within the role of the agency.  The state representative noted that this has not been a problem to date and that they have had success with planting and buying prairies as a result of this strategy.


Pros and Cons of an RFP Process
State agencies had varying opinions on using a request for proposals (RFP) process as a means of distributing funds to partners for implementation projects, suggesting that there are pros and cons to utilizing RFPs for implementation. 
Pros
In states where agencies lack the necessary capacity to put money on the ground themselves, an RFP process may aid in plan implementation.  Sharing financial resources with partners also helps agencies to gain credibility and respect from potential partners and was mentioned as an important strategy for managing and maintaining partnerships for implementation in many states.
  Another perceived benefit of the RFP process was bringing in new and unexpected partners.
  As the state coordinator of Washington put it, “nothing brings partners like money”.
  
Cons
In states that did not use them, representatives noted that RFPs require staff time and don’t necessarily bring in the project proposal that you were looking for.  In Georgia, a state representative noted that you must be very specific about your priorities and goals to ensure the right kinds of proposals are received.
  A representative of the Texas state agency likened selecting between projects in the RFP process to comparing apples and oranges.  Setting annual project priorities has helped the Pennsylvania state agency to avoid this problem.  Each year, state personnel select one habitat type for priority status in the project selection process.

While not without its challenges, state agencies that do not have the capacity to implement action priorities on their own may wish to consider implementing an RFP process for finding partners and putting money on the ground. 

	Number of Land Trusts by Region

	Northeast
	581

	Pacific and Northwest
	312

	Midwest
	250

	Mid-Atlantic
	245

	Southeast
	166

	Southwest
	109


Regional Differences
Through my research, it was difficult to draw regional conclusions from the small sample of States that were included in the study.  However, I was able to identify one regional characteristic with consistency.  In terms of finding potential partners, the Southeastern region of the United States has fewer NGOs than most other regions of the country.  In Georgia, this was listed as the main challenge to finding new partners in the state.
  The table to the left shows the number of land trusts by region as of 2005 and it is clear that the Southern regions have far fewer land trusts than other regions.
  

In order to counterbalance this trend, some states have employed a strategy of providing seed money to grow organizations that will be useful to plan implementation in the state.  This was done in Georgia and, though not a southeastern state, also in Missouri where the Department of Conservation helped to fund the state chapter of the Audubon society in order to have access to the resources in their Important Bird Areas (IBA) project.
  
Challenges to Creating and Managing Partnerships

A number of common challenges to finding and managing partnerships became apparent throughout the state interview process.  Below, each challenge is discussed in detail.
Lack of funding/Staffing
Insufficient funding was noted as a significant challenge to creating and managing partnerships by representatives in every state.  The recent change in SWG match requirements from a 1:3 to 1:1 state/federal match has limited the ability to build capacity for implementation according to agency personnel in Wisconsin and numerous resources cited in the Northeast regional study.
  In an attempt to address this issue, the Wisconsin DNR conducts an RFP process that operates on a two year cycle by holding every other year’s funding and pooling it with the next year.  In this way, the agency has twice as much funding for implementing projects at a time (for more information on the challenge of funding, refer to State Wildlife Action Plans in the Northeast: A Regional Synthesis.
 
 
Creating new partnerships not only takes financial resources, but also requires the time of agency staff.  Lack of staff available to spend time on creating partnerships is a challenge faced by many of the states in this study.  In New Mexico, a representative discussed the often overburdened and understaffed nature of the state wildlife agencies and the effect that this challenge has on implementing the newly formed action plans, saying “nobody’s sitting around waiting for things to do”.
  The nature of SWG fund appropriations has contributed to this challenge.  Due to its annual structure, the funding source is seen as impermanent and uncertain in the long term by some agencies, making it difficult to hire permanent employees.   
Some states have found strategies to overcome the challenges posed by the annual nature of SWG funding.  In Wisconsin, where the uncertain nature of SWG funding has limited the agency’s ability to build capacity for implementation, they have used temporary job assignments to work around the issue.  Agency employees have volunteered to change job positions on a short-term basis in order to work on projects related to plan implementation.
  In Virginia, the Department of Game and Inland Fisheries has circumvented this issue by taking three years worth of a new hire’s salary out of one year’s SWG funding in order to offer a measure of job security to new employees.
  
Finding Smaller Partners 
State representatives in Wisconsin noted that agency employees aren’t the only ones to be overburdened.
  Reaching out to smaller organizations for new implementation partnerships might relieve some of the burden on larger partners while expanding the human resource pool for conservation in the state.  
As was mentioned above, states in the Southeast face the challenge of fewer NGOs as potential partners in implementation.  Additionally, some states noted specific difficulty in finding partners in smaller organizations.  Florida, for example, is a fast-growing state with many smaller “mom and pop” environmental groups which has made it harder to know exactly who’s available and which organization the agency should partner with for specific projects.
  
In some cases, state agency standard operating procedures create challenges to working with smaller or non-traditional partners.  Due to political pressure to keep money inside the state system in Oklahoma, the state legislature has made it easy to conduct partnerships with other state entities, but more difficult to partner with NGOs and other “outside” organizations.   The administrative process for approving projects with non-state partners takes two to three times longer than teaming with inside entities, discouraging the agency from seeking out a wide array of partners for plan implementation.
    These challenges to finding smaller partners may limit the overall efficiency of plan implementation by limiting opportunities to utilize the specialized expertise of various niche organizations.   
 
Narrowly Focused Interests
Working with organizations that have narrowly focused interests presents a challenge to state agencies because these potential partners often have a more difficult time grasping the comprehensive picture of conservation that has been embraced by the state agencies.  In one state, which asked to remain anonymous, some organizations strongly believe in the classic conservation NGO, based on the sportsman-funded model of conservation as the only model worth implementing.  
According to the representative, these organizations believe that the consumptive conservation approach is “the only honorable way to do it”.  These organizations have made efforts to deflect potential partners that have come to the table later with less traditional beliefs and dealing with the issue requires a great deal of agency staff when the legislature is discussing the state budget. 
Educating Partners

Working with partners requires understanding of goals and responsibilities on both ends.  Partner organizations that do not understand agency roles, responsibilities and limitations have been a challenge to managing partnerships for implementation of the plans.  Among partners, land owners tend to be much less knowledgeable about the agency’s roles and limitations, and trying to blend goals together presents an additional challenge.
  Furthermore, many partners do not fully understand the requirements for federal aid grants.  New partners who are not used to the federal process can have problems filling out the forms and reporting the necessary information.

In addition to challenges in understanding federal and state agency procedures, there is a lack of understanding among partners of what’s in the state wildlife action plans themselves.  Partners are intimidated by the dense nature of the plans and therefore many partners don’t quite understand what is expected of them in terms of conservation partnerships.  A representative in Oklahoma echoed the common sentiment that people are resistant to reading the plans because they are too long and in many cases, not user-friendly.  While the Oklahoma Department of Wildlife Conservation has broken their plan down by region to make it easier to digest, agency employees still find that they have to walk new partners through it.

In Georgia, staff at DNR has contemplated creating a shorter, more readable document with better summaries of objectives that can reach as many people as possible, but they worry that a summary document may be used as the primary document and the detail compiled in the original plan would be lost to implementing organizations.
  Wisconsin and Vermont have avoided this hazard by creating user’s guides to the original plan document which, instead of creating less detailed documents, direct readers in how to utilize the information in the plans depending on their specific interests.
  
Effective Approaches for Partnerships

When I asked state representatives what they believed was most important for managing and maintaining partnerships for plan implementation, communication, as expected, was the number one answer.  But when asked what besides communication made the partnership process successful, many interesting answers surfaced.  According to numerous representatives, transparency in the process lends credibility to the state agencies, informs partners and builds trust and understanding of agency motives and actions.
  Having clearly defined working goals was also emphasized as important to plan success.  As a representative in Oklahoma put it, “sometimes you think you’re on the same page with a partner, but when that progress report comes in, you’re not”.
  
One interesting result of this query was the appearance of the human element in the responses; themes like trust, equity, respect and recognition were apparent.  A representative from Texas noted that we are all ego-driven individuals at some level and that reciprocity is important.  “If you call partners for something one day, expect a call from them in the future”.
   Below is a discussion of some of the approaches that state agencies have found helpful in creating and managing partnerships in implementation.
Include Partners early in the process
Including Partners early in the process was mentioned by a number of states as a strategy that helped the agencies to better manage partnerships in the implementation phase of the action plans.
   Involving potential partners in the planning process created ownership of the final document and shaped more informed and willing partners for implementation later on.  It also helped to avoid conflict and misunderstanding down the road by synchronizing stakeholder priorities with agency objectives.
  In California, most of the groups that were involved in the early outreach phase of plan development are now working on implementation in the state.

Nevada presents an interesting case in early stakeholder involvement that illustrates this point.  The state agency worked with The Nature Conservancy, Audubon Society and Heritage program to write the state plan.  Each organization wrote chapters of the plan and edited the others’ work.  As a benefit, the agency representative perceived, the state plan is now their plan too.  According to the representative, this new way of working together demonstrates to those involved and other partners that the agency actively trusts other entities to be dynamic participants in wildlife conservation within the state.

Using Innovative Tools in Communication
Communicating and sharing information has been important to implementation of projects involving partners.  One method that has been utilized by many states for sharing information among and between partners is the creation of collaborative databases.  Some states are utilizing preexisting databases to communicate information related to the state wildlife action plans.  In Wisconsin, the Citizen-Based Monitoring Network was established four years ago and serves as a “comprehensive stakeholder collaboration designed to improve the effectiveness of monitoring efforts by providing communications, resources and recognition”.
 In Massachusetts, the Biomap program provides information online through maps to show stakeholders where important areas for conservation are located within the state and is meant to help land trusts and NGOs set their conservation agendas.
   

While some states are finding ways to use old databases, others are creating new systems for communication.  The Southeast AFWA committee is working with USGS on a tool that will serve as a system to communicate and coordinate projects between partners.  The system will include a list-serve, calendar, document wiki and folder sharing capabilities.
  
Another noteworthy program in the works is the Conservation Action Registry.  This database, orchestrated by the states of Washington, Oregon and Idaho is a pilot program that intends to track plan implementation projects through an online interactive database that is accessible to all stakeholders.  The project hopes to reduce redundancy of projects, identify conservation gaps/needed projects and to help identify successes for the future.  The database will also enable volunteers to participate more actively in conservation by allowing them access to GIS information on each state.  For instance, a person would be able to access a list of ongoing projects within a 20 mile radius of their home.  This level of communication could lead to improved public participation by allowing volunteers access to information that was once only available to those who could afford GIS.
  

A Case in Communication: Missouri’s Partner Process
Missouri’s partner process centers on the concept of communication.  The agency “forces” communication between partners and agency staff by requiring partners to work with department personnel to submit joint proposals to their Wildlife Diversity Grant Program.  They also strive to cultivate a teamwork mentality among partners by notifying everyone when a partner succeeds through the use of list-serves.  
The state uses a facilitated meetings approach to creating and managing partnerships that relies heavily on communication between partners and agency staff. Potential partners are first brought together in summits to determine where their interests lie.  Then, smaller scale meetings at each priority place determine what specific role these partners would like to play.  Finally, these partners become working groups which meet on individual issues, facilitated by agency staff.   The role of the agency in this process is unique to most agency processes because the agency sees itself not as the driver of, but rather as an equal in the process.  In fact, each stakeholder, including agency staff, gets an equal vote on issues discussed in the working groups. 
 As facilitators, agency employees help the groups to identify potentially fruitful projects and specific objectives and then help them find funding to implement them.  As a non-agency driven process, this approach builds off of local visions for conservation by allowing local community leaders to be more closely involved in the process. 
There are a few caveats to the facilitated working group approach, however. The state representative notes that while the facilitated meeting process is not too expensive, it is intensive in staff time and requires some knowledge of group facilitation.  Projects and priorities chosen by the working groups aren’t always consistent with the priorities of the action plan and the agency.  While the agency facilitates all projects and objectives that the groups decide upon, they reserve the right to help fund only those that are consistent with agency goals.
Networking and Building Local Partners for Local Action
 When asked what the most effective way of finding and creating new partnerships was for implementing the plans, some states noted that recruiting partners from existing partners was an effective approach.
  Networking can be an effective tool for branching out to new organizations that agencies may not have thought about contacting in the past.  Also, by getting references from existing partners, a representative from Texas observed that you can decrease the number of cold calls that you make and save time.
  
In addition to using the network to build partnerships, focusing attention at the local level can bring in partners that may be able to solve one of the challenges of implementation. Many states identified difficulty in using a plan developed at the statewide scope to work on the smaller, more local scale projects. By branching out to local organizations, state agencies can more efficiently implement actions by utilizing the unique expertise and interests of local groups.  In Oregon, the agency has created many opportunities for collaboration through the creation of Strategy Coordinators for each of the 11 watersheds in the state.   These coordinators play a key role in linking local groups to the right initiatives.

Utilizing Volunteers to Stretch Funds
Many states agencies are facing financial stress that limits their capacity to implement the action plans.  Since volunteer work can be used as match for SWG funds, some states are relying heavily on volunteerism to implement actions on the ground.  The state representative of Wisconsin said that they have had success so far and strongly encouraged the use of volunteer work.  “There’s an army of them out there, they’re interested, they want to help”.

In Michigan, where the decline of the state economy significantly constrains the program, the agency has focused on engaging and enabling partners to implement plan actions without agency resources.  To implement priorities, the Michigan DNR relies heavily on volunteer programs.  One of the most interesting programs that the state has enacted is the Conservation Stewards Program.  Also known as the “master naturalists” program, the Conservation Stewards Program was modeled after the “master gardeners” program and provides interested citizens with the knowledge and tools necessary to do conservation actions within their own communities through an intensive training course.  Over multiple weekends, these citizens learn ecological systems, wildlife, plants, threats and management strategies.  Michigan is leading the charge in terms of utilizing this approach.  Texas and Florida are also utilizing this approach to build capacity at the local level.

Conclusion

The State Wildlife Action Plans have transformed the ways that some state agencies approach partnerships for implementation.  While significant challenges exist to creating and managing partnerships for wildlife conservation in the U.S., this study has shown that creative strategies can help state agencies to overcome these obstacles and foster beneficial collaborative partnerships.  While it is still early in the implementation process, there exists great opportunity for partnerships to contribute meaningfully to comprehensive wildlife conservation in the future and I encourage states to continue to build off of their current successes.  The following is a short list of recommendations for improving the effectiveness of the partner process in state agencies for implementation of actions in the plans.
Recommendations

Recommendations for State Agencies
· Use tools for better communication, such as collaboration databases
· Utilize citizen volunteerism to stretch conservation funding
· Involve partners early on in the process to create a sense of ownership and synchronize goals
· Use the existing network to find new partners
· Utilize creative means of hiring staff, such as setting aside multiple years of a new hire’s salary and creating temporary positions
· Share information on successes and projects between states agencies
· Investigate ways to utilize the Teaming with Wildlife state coalitions for leveraging funding, mobilizing political support and engaging partners
· Invest in user’s guides and mini plans to encourage use and understanding of the action plans by stakeholders and potential partners
· Educate new partners on state and federal roles and limitations early in the process to avoid time consuming work down the road. Consider short, welcome information documents for new partners.
· Consider creating an RFP process if lacking capacity to put money on the ground within the agency
Recommendations for Policy Makers
· Reconsider the 1:1 change to the SWG matching requirement
· Remove legislative and organizational barriers to partnerships with non-state entities
· Reconsider the formula used to allocate SWG funds to the states to include consideration of some measure of biodiversity or conservation need
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