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MITIGATION FOR THE ENDANGERED WOOD STORK ON
SAVANNAH RIVER SITE
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Abstract. A proposed change in facility operations at the U.S. Department of Energy’s Savannah
River Site in the early 1980s potentially threatened Wood Storks, a recently classified federally en-
dangered species that foraged on that facility. The resulting interagency consultation was highly suc-
cessful in that the impacted habitat was “replaced” by an approximately equal amount of foraging
impoundments, managed specifically for this  species, that were used extensively by the birds. IZco-
logical studies conducted in support of this mitigation strategy provided invaluable information ad-
dressing many of the “tasks” listed in the Wood Stork recovery plan as important to the recovery of
the species.
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The Wood Stork (Mycteria americana) is a large
wading bird that nests and forages in wetland
habitats. In 1984, the species was listed as fed-
erally endangered as a result  of  population de-
clines believed to be related to the loss of for-
aging habitat (USFWS 1986). Unlike many
wading birds that feed visually, Wood Storks
forage by tactilocation, requiring shallow wet-
lands with high densi t ies  of  their  aquatic  prey to
forage eff ic ient ly  (Kahl  1964) .  High densit ies  of
prey in shal low freshwater  wetlands are typical-
ly  present  as  a  result  of  decreasing water  levels
due to seasonal  variat ion in rainfal l  and evapo-
transpiration patterns (Coulter 1988). As wet-
land acreages have declined in the 19OOs,  par-
ticularly in southern Florida, so have popula-
t ions  o f  Wood Storks .

Concerns increased for this species as popu-
lation est imates decl ined by approximately 60-
80% through the mid-1900s (Ogden and Patty
1981, Kushlan and Frohring 1986). Concurrent
with the population decline,  the “center” of  the
populat ion’s  breeding range shif ted northward
(Ogden et al. 1987), with breeding first docu-
mented in both Georgia and South Carolina in
the 1970s and 198Os,  respectively (Harris 1995,
Murphy 1995).

The U.S. Department of Energy’s (DOE) Sa-
vannah River Site (SRS) occupies approximately
78,000 ha of upper coastal plain/saudhill habitat
in west-central South Carolina, and is bounded
on its south-western border by the Savannah
River. The primary function of the SRS was to
operate nuclear reactors to produce plutonium
and tritium to meet national defense needs for
nuclear weapons. Since the mid-1950s water
used to  cool  these reactors  has  been discharged
into several streams feeding into the Savannah
River. The discharged cooling waters altered
many downstream aquatic  habitats  due to high
water temperatures and fluctuating flow rates,  in-

cluding the creation of deltas where these
streams entered the swamp system associated
with the r iver  (Savannah River  Swamp System,
SRSS). The L-reactor, which had discharged
cooling water effluent into Steel Creek since
1953, was placed on standby status in 1968. Due
to an increased need for nuclear materials, in
1980 the DOE decided to initiate the process of
restarting the L-reactor. This process included
the evaluation of potential environmental im-
pacts on the Steel Creek delta, downstream of
the  L-reactor .

Wood Storks have been observed in the cen-
tral Savannah River drainage, which includes
the SRS, since the early 1900s. Murphey (1937)
reported that although storks did not breed in
this area, sightings of large, late summer flocks
of  young-of- the-year  birds  were  frequent .  Norris
(1963) also documented seeing storks on the Sa-
vannah River “Plant” (now the SRS) in the mid-
1950s and early 1960s. Research concerning the
potential impacts of restarting the L-reactor,
which would increase water flow into the Steel
Creek delta ,  included an assessment of  restart  on
Wood Storks, then a candidate species of con-
cern being assessed for federal protection as an
endangered species.  This research suggested that
eff luents  from the L-reactor  would preclude the
use of this habitat by feeding Wood Storks and
that  s torks  inhabi t ing the  Birdsvi l le  Colony (ap-
proximately  45  km to  the south)  l ikely  would be
negat ively  impacted by this  habi tat  loss  (Smith
et al. 1982). All impacts suggested in this study
were based purely on increased water levels ,  and
did not  consider  possible  contaminants  in  the ef -
fluent as a potential threat.

After  the Wood Stork was c lassi f ied as  an en-
dangered species in 1984 (Bentzein 1984), the
DOE entered into a Section 7 consultation (En-
dangered Species Act) with U.S. Fish and Wild-
life Service (USFWS) concerning potential im-

50














