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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 1 
 2 
 3 
The District of Columbia is a major metropolitan area that, despite its urban character and 4 
varying intensities of mixed-use development, sustains diverse wildlife and plant life. Large, 5 
forested areas and other natural areas are nested within an urban matrix of streets, buildings, and 6 
residential neighborhoods, and act as critical refuges for wildlife. The District’s heterogenous, 7 
multi-use landscape highlights both the resiliency of urban wildlife and the complexities of 8 
balancing conservation and management goals with demands for urban and economic growth, 9 
recreation, and maintaining the cultural and historic character of the nation’s capital.  10 
 11 
The 69 square mile District of Columbia is located at the junction of the Anacostia and Potomac 12 
Rivers and at the geologic fall line between the Appalachian Piedmont and Atlantic Coastal 13 
Plain. Abiotic factors such as landform, climate, and soils have driven the evolution of diverse 14 
plant communities, including ice-scour scrub forests along the Potomac River and the remnant, 15 
regionally endemic magnolia bogs in the hills east of the Anacostia River. Anthropogenic and 16 
complex socio-ecological factors also influence these abiotic factors and shape the District’s 17 
environment and biodiversity.  18 
 19 
More than 6,700 acres of land are protected as National Park Service units or by other federal 20 
agencies and 900 acres as District-owned park land (Office of Planning, 2021). The District has 21 
an abundance of notable wildlife, including nesting bald eagles and common ravens; federally 22 
endangered Northern long-eared bats, Atlantic sturgeon, and shortnose sturgeon; federally 23 
proposed endangered tricolored bats; recovering populations of American shad; the endemic, 24 
endangered Hay’s Spring amphipod; and newly described endemic species of amphipod and 25 
isopod. Overall, the District’s forests, waters, meadows, wetlands, and even some aspects of the 26 
built environment provide habitat for approximately 260 species of birds, 60 fish, 40 mammals, 27 
33 reptiles, 24 amphibians, and thousands of plants and invertebrates. 28 
 29 
The continued and successful growth of the District as a global, metropolitan, and urban area 30 
highlights the challenge of sustainably managing human encroachment into critical natural areas 31 
while allowing or encouraging some uses. According to U.S. Census Bureau estimates, the 32 
District is home to approximately 693,000 people, its highest population since the 1980s, but still 33 
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below the population of approximately 900,000 reached during and just after World War II 1 
(Federal Reserve Economic Data, 2026). The District experienced half a century of declining 2 
population, falling to approximately 519,000 residents in the late 1990s, before a sustained 3 
period of growth between 2000-2020. Since 2020, population growth has been slower in the 4 
District. Beyond the proximate threats of urban development and land use, climate change will 5 
affect nearly every aspect of natural resource management, land use planning, and future 6 
development in the long term. 7 
 8 
The District of Columbia Wildlife Action Plan 9 
 10 
The District of Columbia Wildlife Action Plan provides a comprehensive framework for 11 
managing and conserving the District’s diverse animal and plant wildlife and important habitats. 12 
The District receives funding through the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service State and Tribal 13 
Wildlife Grants (STWG) program to prevent the extinction of rare species and to prevent 14 
common species from becoming rare. All 50 states, the District, U.S. territories, and many Native 15 
American tribes participate in the STWG program. 16 
 17 
The STWG program supports the conservation and management of wildlife, especially those not 18 
hunted or fished, and their habitats. Within each state’s program, rare and declining fish, wildlife, 19 
and plants are designated as Species of Greatest Conservation Need (SGCN). These species and 20 
their critical habitats are targeted for management in the State Wildlife Action Plans (SWAPs). 21 
States and territories that receive state wildlife grants are required to have an approved SWAP in 22 
order to receive these funds and must comprehensively review and update their plans at least 23 
every ten years. SWAPs and STWGs are used regionally and nationally to enhance coordination 24 
of landscape management and efforts to prevent species from becoming threatened or 25 
endangered.  26 
 27 
The District of Columbia developed its first SWAP in 2005, working with partners and 28 
stakeholders to prepare the 2005 Wildlife Action Plan (Pfaffko and Palmer, 2006). The District 29 
conducted a comprehensive update of the SWAP in 2015 (District Department of the 30 
Environment, 2015) to meet the requirements of the STWG program. This 2025 update is based 31 
on a foundation of over twenty years of research, inventory, and monitoring of the District’s 32 
wildlife, and provides a blueprint for the conservation and management of SGCN and critical 33 
habitats for the next 10 years. 34 
 35 
The District faces unique challenges and opportunities as the only entirely urban jurisdiction 36 
required to submit a SWAP. The heterogenous, complex urban landscape of the District has 37 
deeply intertwined and overlapping human and ecological systems; even the least disturbed, 38 
most intact habitats are altered or influenced by humans to varying degrees. Systemic biases, 39 
inequities, and skewed distribution of resources negatively impact human societies and bleed 40 
into environmental pattern and process (Schell et al., 2020). As such, the approach to the 41 
District’s SWAP embraces the lens of urban ecology, recognizing the varying plasticity and 42 
adaptability of urban wildlife, the unique challenges faced by species and their habitats, and the 43 
influence of humans on environmental and evolutionary pattern, process, and success of our 44 
urban ecological systems. Throughout this document, we focus on protecting and restoring 45 
wildlife and their habitats, but recognize and stress the importance of identifying, investing in, 46 
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and prioritizing equitable solutions to conservation, management, education, and climate goals 1 
for the mutual benefit of people and wildlife. Many actions in this Plan are designed to achieve 2 
both goals. As global urbanization continues and the field of urban ecology continues to expand, 3 
the District can serve as a case study of the complexities of conserving and managing wildlife in 4 
a densely developed metropolitan area with varying anthropogenic, economic, and 5 
environmental priorities.  6 
 7 
Fisheries and Wildlife Management in the District of Columbia  8 
 9 
The management of fisheries and wildlife is a state function; within the District of Columbia this 10 
function is housed within the Fisheries and Wildlife Division (FWD). At the time of SWAP 2005, 11 
FWD was a part of the Environmental Health Administration in the Department of Health. In 12 
2006, FWD moved into the Natural Resources Administration in the newly formed District 13 
Department of the Environment, renamed in 2015 to the Department of Energy and Environment 14 
(DOEE); since then, the SWAP process has been under the auspices of DOEE. DOEE is the 15 
trustee for natural resources for the District and has jurisdiction over the conservation and 16 
management of fish, wildlife, plants, and habitats in the District of Columbia. DOEE is 17 
responsible for providing biological expertise to review and comment on environmental 18 
documents and impacts related to development, infrastructure, and other projects that may 19 
impact federally listed species, SGCN, and critical habitats. Currently, DOEE is limited in the 20 
authority to protect and manage threatened or endangered species or to acquire and designate 21 
wildlife areas. These deficiencies are addressed in this plan. 22 
 23 
A significant portion of the natural areas in the District are located on federal lands. In addition, 24 
the federal government has jurisdiction over the river bottoms of the Potomac and Anacostia 25 
Rivers, while the District has jurisdiction over the water itself. DOEE has and will continue to 26 
work closely with the National Park Service, U.S. Department of Agriculture, and other federal 27 
landowners who have jurisdiction over the wildlife and wildlife habitats on their land. DOEE 28 
also works with private landowners and embassies where SGCN and their habitats occur. Many 29 
other partners in the District play key roles in stewarding natural areas and protecting SGCN and 30 
other fish, wildlife, and plants. These conservation and community-focused organizations 31 
conduct clean-ups, restore habitats, rehabilitate sick and injured wildlife, and educate students 32 
and the public about the District’s natural resources. 33 
 34 
Contents of the District of Columbia Wildlife Action Plan 35 
 36 
The 2025 update to the District’s SWAP includes nine chapters and several appendices. These 37 
sections are described below to aid readers in navigating the document. 38 
 39 
Chapter 2: Strategic Wildlife Action Planning provides an overview of the process used to 40 
review and revise the SWAP, including designating SGCN and critical habitats; identifying 41 
threats, actions, and effectiveness measures; and engaging partners, stakeholders, and the public 42 
in the process. 43 
 44 
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Chapter 3: District of Columbia Lands and Waters discusses the regional and local geological, 1 
ecological, and sociological landscapes that shape the District of Columbia’s wildlife and 2 
habitats.  3 
 4 
Chapter 4: Species of Greatest Conservation Need describes the processes used to select and 5 
rank 400 SGCN and 48 Watchlist species. 6 
 7 
Chapter 5: Habitats provides an overview of the various habitat types found in the District, 8 
describes the process used to analyze habitat suitability for wildlife, and identifies 12 9 
Conservation Opportunity Areas that offer the best opportunities and potential for SGCN 10 
conservation. 11 
 12 
Chapter 6: Threats describes the threats to critical habitats and District SGCN and discusses top 13 
threats in greater detail. 14 
 15 
Chapter 7: Actions describes the selection process and prioritization of conservation actions and 16 
actions determined for identified Conservation Opportunity Areas.  17 
 18 
Chapter 8: Monitoring describes current monitoring programs, proposed future programs and 19 
metrics to measure conservation action success.  20 
 21 
Chapter 9: Engagement describes public engagement opportunities for education, community 22 
involvement, outreach, and access 23 
 24 
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