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CHAPTER 9: OPPORTUNITIES FOR PUBLIC ENGAGEMENT
IN CONSERVING URBAN ECOSYSTEMS

The District of Columbia’s urban and natural areas have been constructed and managed in ways
that have created, exacerbated, or perpetuated inequities:/As a result, residents experience vast
differences in access to nature, exposure to air pollution andiindustrial toxins, vulnerability to
extreme weather events and climate change, and access to clean water, among other concerns.
These legacies also affect wildlife and natural areas across the District and must be considered in
this and other plans that seek equitable conservation and management of our urban ecosystems
(DOEE, 2021). This chapter highlights opportunities for.communication and engagement —
including environmental education, outreach, access, and community science — that seek to
address these inequities by connecting people to their environments; shifting perceptions,
attitudes, and behaviors; and inspiring future generations of environmental stewards.

Effective science communication and public engagement require finding alignment between the
goals and interests of people that are a part-of the conversation and creating opportunities to
engage in meaningful-dialogue (Garlick et al., 2025; AAAS, 2022; USFWS, n.d.). For the
purposes of the Plan, that includes biologists, environmental planners, community members,
students, and others interested.in learning about and conserving District fish, wildlife, plants, and
habitats. When the science underlying this plan is communicated effectively, and the wide range
of individuals, agencies, and organizations with an interest in the District’s wildlife and habitats
are engaged in dialogue, this plan can help create an urban landscape where both people and
wildlife can thrive.

The actions and opportunities described in this chapter do not represent the full set of current or
future ways in which the public can engage in conservation of the District’s species of greatest
conservation need, habitats, and environmental stewardship. Instead, they are presented as an
illustration of what agencies, organizations, and individuals are already doing to connect people
to the Wildlife Action Plan and to provide inspiration for future work in this space.
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Environmental Education

Aquatic Resources Education Center. DOEE’s Fisheries and Wildlife Division operates the
Aquatic Resources Education Center (AREC) as its primary environmental education facility.
The AREC is a multi-use, environmental education and research facility located in Anacostia
Park, a National Park Service property. Several FWD staff are stationed at this facility, including
all members of the Fisheries Research Branch and aquatic education biologists in the Wildlife
Management Branch. The AREC includes exhibits of local aquatic wildlife, including fish,
amphibians, reptiles, and invertebrates found in the Potomac and Anacostia Rivers, Rock Creek,
and the Chesapeake Bay. FWD’s aquatic education team provides free tours and standards-based
lessons on watersheds, local wildlife, and conservation practices for schools and community
groups. The staff partners with other DOEE divisions, federal agencies, and local environmental
organizations to develop collaborative programs offering classroom and field experiences. For
example, Anacostia River Explorer boat trips with Anacostia Riverkeeper are paired with an
AREC tour, a lesson on aquatic wildlife, and a National Park Service ranger-led activity. These
collaborative programs are well received by students, teachers; and partners and have helped
DOEE connect thousands of students each year to their natural resources in their community.

DC Environmental Literacy Advisory Committee. The committee is responsible for developing
the DC Environmental Literacy Plan (Office of the State Superintendent of Education, 2023),
which is a road map for District-wide implementation and integration of environmental
education into the K-12 curriculum. The Environmental Literacy Advisory Committee updates
the plan every three years and meets regularly to monitor implementation. Committee members
include representatives from DOEE, DC Public'Schools, DC Public Charter School Board, DC
State Board of Education, DC Department of Parks and Recreation, University of the District of
Columbia, Department of General Services, and the-Department of Employment Services.

Meaningful Watershed Educational Experiences. The Chesapeake Bay 2000 Agreement
committed states within the watershed to provide meaningful watershed experiences for every
student in the Chesapeake Bay watershed before graduation from high school. This work
continues to be a priority in the current 2025 Chesapeake Bay Watershed Agreement. In the
District, DOEE’s Watershed Protection Division leads the Meaningful Watershed Educational
Experiences (MWEE) program (DOEE, n.d), partnering with Casey Trees, Urban Adventure
Squad, Living Classrooms of the National Capital Region, Nature Forward, Anacostia Watershed
Society, Alice Ferguson Foundation, NatureBridge, and Anacostia Riverkeeper to provide fourth,
fifth, and sixth graders with classroom lessons, field experiences (including at the AREC), action
projects, and reflection activities. MWEES connect standards-based classroom learning with
outdoor learning experiences to create a deeper understanding of the environment.

Professional development. FWD aquatic education biologists provide professional development
for teachers and informal educators through Project WILD and Growing up WILD training
workshops. This national program, managed by the Association of Fish & Wildlife Agencies,
provides training on wildlife-based conservation and environmental education that fosters
responsible actions toward wildlife and related natural resources. After attending this free
workshop, educators leave with a standards-based curriculum and confidence to develop and
deliver lessons on wildlife and conservation in their classrooms, schoolyards, and nearby parks.
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Table 9.1. Examples of actions that promote environmental education.

Potential

Action Narrative
Implementors

to foster awareness and interest in

Create SGCN-focused educational SGCN, habitats, and ecological DOEE, Living
programs and events processes in school-aged children Classrooms, DPR
and families

to ensure environmental resources
are available and accessible to non- DOEE
English speakers

Translate SWAP resources and fact
sheets into different languages

Adapt existing educational materials,
such as Project WILD activities and
workshops, to focus on
District SGCN and common
"backyard" urban wildlife

to foster awareness and interest in
urban species, habitats, and
ecological processes in the Districts'
K-12 grade students

DOEE

Science Communication

State animal and plant designations. The District has'a number.of state animals and plants,
including several that have been designated since SWAP 2015. While the District’s state bird
(wood thrush) and state tree (scarlet oak) were designated in the 1960s, more recent designations
have provided important opportunities for communicating about the District’s native wildlife,
their populations and habitats, and the challenges they face'in urban areas. In 2016, the endemic
Hays Spring amphipod was named the official amphipod of the District and the American shad
was named the official fish of the District. In 2020, area Girl Scouts advocated for the Council of
the District of Columbia to designate big brown bats as the official mammal of the District, and
in 2024 elementary school students did the same to get an official amphibian designation for red-
backed salamanders. FWDrstaff talked with the youth who were putting together their pitches to
designate these officialanimals and provided expert testimony during DC Council hearings
related to these efforts.

Social media. DOEE maintains Facebook and Instagram pages and regularly includes posts
highlighting District wildlife and habitats and special events such as Amphibian Week, Bat
Week, and Invasive Species Week. FWD also maintains a Facebook page for the Aquatic
Resources Education Center that features upcoming public events, educational information, and
aquatic wildlife exhibits.

Bat walk. FWD biologists engage participants in learning about bat biology, the species found in
the District, and different research methods used to study bats, and discuss common
misconceptions about bats and other urban wildlife. Participants take part in a demonstration of
real-time acoustic surveys and observe a mist-net capture and release of bats. Over 250
participants have attended this event since 2022.
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Table 9.2. Examples of actions that promote communicating science to the public.

Potential
Implementors

Action Narrative

Translate general DOEE Fisheries &
Wildlife Division resources and fact
sheets into different languages

to ensure environmental resources
are available and accessible to non-
English speakers

DOEE

Develop short informational videos on
District SGCN

to raise awareness of the District’s
wildlife diversity

DOEE, environmental
education partners

Continue to offer Bat Week activities
such as group bat walks to increase
public knowledge of the importance of
bats

to improve public knowledge,
perceptions, and attitudes towards
urban bats through interactive
activities at an event

DOEE, City Wildlife,
non-profit partners in
bat conservation

Create outreach materials on ecosystem
services provided by beavers and beaver
dams

to improve public knowledge;
perceptions, and attitudes towards
beavers

DOEE, City Wildlife

Accessibility of scientific data products. Following the publication of SWAP 2025, DOEE will
create and share shapefiles, data points, story maps, and other dashboards that partners and
members of the public can use to learn about the status of District wildlife and habitats and plan

ONO O, WN

and implement conservation actions.

Table 9.3. Examples of actions that

romote accessibility of scientific data and SWAP products.

Action

Narrative

Potential
Implementors

Create online and printed materials to
explain the SWAP, Conservation
Opportunity Areas, and SGCN

torincrease exposure and
accessibility of SWAP materials and
disseminate information to broad
audiences at FWD and DOEE
outreach events

DOEE

Create downloadable shapefiles of
Conservation Opportunity Areas and
aggregated SGCN data

to increase accessibility and utility
of SWAP products

DOEE

Pursue publishing in peer-reviewed
urban ecological journals

to ensure DOEE contributes to
scientific discovery, fosters new
collaboration opportunities, and
increases impact and reach of
research activities

DOEE, academic
partners

Improve data sharing between other
agencies, organizations, and academic
institutions conducting research in the

District

to increase availability of data,
capacity, and collaboration across
researchers

All research partners

Partner with NatureServe to establish
updated state conservation statuses (S
ranks) for District SGCN

to ensure that publicly available
"state" species status information is
up-to-date

DOEE, NatureServe
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Environmental Justice

Natural areas provide infrastructure that supports and sustains healthy communities and produces
measurable health benefits. While 99% of District residents are within a 10-minute walk of park
space (Trust for Public Land, 2025), legacy effects and luxury effects result in inequitable
quantity and quality of green space, canopy cover, urban heat island effects, air quality and water
quality, distribution of resources, and exposure to environmental pollutants across the landscape
(Clark et al., 2023). These socially constructed environmental factors disproportionately affect
low-income and minority communities that have been systemically oppressed and under-
resourced. These factors can influence urban biodiversity and be drivers in ecological and
evolutionary pattern and process (Schell et al., 2020). Addressing the District’s legacy of
environmental injustice and harm is well beyond the scope of this plan, but the following habitat-
based and climate actions provide examples of equitable actions that can provide co-benefits to
both people and wildlife (Table 9.4).

Table 9.4. Examples of actions that prioritize environmental justice for the benefit of people and
wildlife.

Action Narrative Potential Implementors

Assess if the quantity and quality of
green space and species diversity is
positively correlated with neighborhood
affluence and resource abundance; i.e.
is the "luxury effect" present in DC?

to better understand the effects of
systemic racism.on ecological pattern
and process and better serve our
communities and wildlife

DOEE, Academic Partners

. . to obtain representative data and best
Ensure representative sampling occurs

; serve the District's wildlife, habitats, DOEE, NPS, DPR,
across all wards and natural areas in'the . . .
District and people in conservation and Academic Partners
management action
to decrease urban heat island effects,
Prioritize urban tree plantings in the align with District equity and DDOT Urban Forestry
most marginalized and high-risk environmental justice goals, and Division, Casey Trees,
communities provide co-benefits to humans and DOEE, Community Groups

wildlife

Access to and Stewardship of Natural Areas

Kingman and Heritage Islands. Kingman and Heritage Islands are the product of dredging the
Anacostia River over 100 years ago and are now home to important and rare ecosystems,
including tidal freshwater wetlands, vernal pools, wildflower meadows, and tidal swamp forests.
The islands are home to more than 100 different species of birds, mammals, and other wildlife,
and are a popular destination for District residents who live nearby and are seeking time in
natural areas. In February 2018, the Mayor of the District of Columbia announced significant
conservation and investment commitments for Kingman and Heritage Islands and directed
DOEE to protect portions of both islands as conservation areas. The islands are managed through
the Kingman Rangers Program, run by Living Classrooms of the National Capital Region.
Living Classrooms, DOEE, and other partners offer an array of educational and public programs
on the islands and in the surrounding waters to encourage recreation and teach visitors about
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ways to reduce their impacts on the islands’ ecosystems, including kayaking, trash clean-ups,
invasive species removals, forest and meadow restoration, wildlife education, community fishing
events, and the annual Kingman + Heritage Islands Friends and Family Day.

Invasive plant management volunteer programs. The National Capital Partnership for Invasive
Species Management (PRISM), the National Park Service, and DOEE have long collaborated on
programs that train volunteers in the identification and removal of invasive plants on public
lands. Weed Warrior programs at National Park Service sites across the District play an important
role in managing the threat of invasive plants at these parks. In 2025, DOEE’s Fisheries and
Wildlife Division hired an invasive plant management coordinator, who has created programs
including invasive plant removal events and a Conservation Stewards program that recruits and
trains District residents to conduct invasive plant management on District-owned land; in the
first year of the program, 383 volunteers provided a total of over 1,000 hours of service.
Community organizations such as Ward 8 Woods, Casey Trees, Shepherd Park Weed Warriors,
and Langdon Park Forest Stewards also run programs that engage volunteers in invasive plant
management in the District.

Table 9.5. Examples of actions that promote access to and stewardship of natural areas.
Potential
Implementors

DOEE, partner
weed warrior

Action Narrative

to encourage environmental
Host public invasive plant removals | stewardship and create accessible
in high-priority habitats programs for interested residents

to contribute to conservation programs
Post signage on active habitat tts)wlgg%asrgglé?sl Ii(; kr:gwrlsgsg:n?jf
management and habitat restoration proj prog DOEE

awareness of sensitive habitats in

areas :
recreational areas

Access to Fishing

Angler education. FWD manages a comprehensive fishing education program that includes
presentations on local sportfish, resources for new and returning anglers, a tackle loaner program
for local environmental organizations, and school and community fishing events that teach
responsible and ethical fishing practices. In 2021, DOEE partnered with the Recreational Boating
& Fishing Foundation (RBFF) to obtain a stocked, custom-wrapped, Mobile First Catch Center
fishing trailer. RBFF’s generous donation has allowed DOEE biologists to provide numerous
public-facing angling education opportunities in all four quadrants (Northeast, Southeast,
Northwest, Southwest) of the District.

Angler recruitment, retention, and reactivation. In 2023, FWD created an angler recruitment,
retention, and reactivation (R3) coordinator position to increase engagement with the recreational
fishing community. Specific R3 outreach activities have included regular publication of fishing
reports that provide information about sport fish activity, encourage anglers to participate in
DOEE’s creel survey, and reinforce messages about obtaining a fishing license and obeying
regulations; social media posts; revitalization of DOEE’s Recreational Angling Records
Program; and building relationships with businesses that serve District anglers. The R3
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coordinator has also coordinated efforts across FWD and in collaboration with neighboring states
to promote catching invasive fish, especially blue catfish, snakehead, and flathead catfish,
through programs such as the Reel Invasion DC invasive fishing derby, held at the AREC and
co-sponsored with Maryland’s Department of Natural Resources.

Table 9.6. Examples of actions that improve access to fishing.

Action

Narrative

Potential
Implementors

Establish and advertise open visitation
hours for fishing gear
setup/maintenance assistance

to increase availability of
informational resources and
minimize barriers to fishing in the
District

DOEE, Fishing-
based businesses

Develop public-facing interactive
map(s) of boat ramps and popular
fishing areas in the District

to increase knowledge of and access
to environmental recreation
opportunities

DOEE,
Conservation
organizations

Continue hosting and expanding
community fishing events and
demonstrations

to recruit new anglers and educate
the public about invasive and native
species and ethical angling.practices

DOEE,
Conservation
organizations

Continue publishing regular angler
fishing reports and building out the
distribution list

to increase awareness of DC
Fisheries, angler licensing and
regulations, invasive and native

DOEE

species

Community Science

FrogWatch. This national program trains participants to identify auditory frog and toad calls and
track their presence each spring and summer. In the District, the program is supported by
DOEE’s FWD and Wetlands team and by Living Classrooms of the National Capital Region.
Since 2016, this program has engaged 350 participants, and the data have contributed to the
FWD’s amphibian monitoring efforts. Community science programs like this nurture public
interest in the environment and wildlife and developing participants into natural resource
stewards. The FrogWatch data collected over the past ten years have supplemented FWD’s
biological surveys and helped fill data gaps.
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Table 9.7. Examples of actions that promote community science initiatives.

Action

Narrative

Potential
Implementors

Create new community science
opportunities across taxa and
habitats

to increase interest and
involvement in environmental

research

DOEE, local
environmental
organizations

Install passive live-stream nest

cameras at known raptor nests,

beaver lodges, otter latrines or
similar charismatic wildlife hotspots

to provide accessible
opportunities for interested
residents to passively observe

iconic wildlife

DOEE, NPS,
USDA National
Arboretum,
ECC, AWS,
ARK

Host SGCN Habitat workshop(s) for
property owners and land managers

to increase ecological value and
connectivity of wildlife habitat

on private property

DOEE, non-
profit,
environmental
education
partners

Create SGCN-focused educational
programs and events

to foster awareness and.interest
in SGCN, habitats, and
ecological processes in.school-
aged children and families

DOEE, Living
Classrooms,
DPR






