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Surrogate Species - Frequently Asked 
Questions
[NOTE: FAQs will be refined and expanded as needed based on new information, as well as FWS and 
partner input]

Why should the Service do landscape-scale conservation planning?

Landscape-scale habitat conservation is necessary to ensure that the right types of habitat are 
available now and in the future in the right amounts, patterns and distribution to support fish and 
wildlife species at levels that the public expects. Landscape-scale conservation planning and its 
associated tools (e.g., models of species-habitat interactions, decision support tools), help field staff 
prioritize and decide where, how much and what kinds of conservation or management actions are 
needed on the ground to support sustainable fish and wildlife populations at desired levels. Landscape
-scale conservation planning also helps to connect local actions to common State and regional 
conservation goals developed by the Service, State fish and wildlife agencies and other partners. 
Together, we can jointly develop landscape-scale habitat conservation goals that address regional and 
national goals for species that federal and State fish and wildlife agencies are responsible for. 
Landscape-scale conservation planning allows the Service and conservation community to accomplish 
together what none of us can accomplish individually for fish, wildlife and people.

Why use surrogate species in our landscape-scale conservation planning?

The Service seeks to accomplish its mission for trust species by ensuring populations are self-
sustaining at levels desired by the public. With literally thousands of species entrusted to the Service, 
a landscape-scale approach is needed to help the Service and partners define conditions necessary to 
support viable populations of the wide-ranging species on the landscape. Because surrogate species 
represent other species or aspects of the environment, these species are used for comprehensive 
conservation planning that supports multiple species and habitats within a defined landscape or 
geographic area. Without this simplification, developing cross-programmatic and inter-organizational 
objectives and work plans will not be feasible. With it, managers can focus on a set of key elements 
that can be monitored to determine if planned biological goals are being achieved. Additionally, such 
an approach can result in more systematic and effective management because it emphasizes the 
commonalities of species’ conservation needs.

What is in the draft technical guidance for selecting surrogate species?

This draft technical guidance provides an approach for identifying and selecting surrogate species in 
defined landscapes and discusses the advantages, conservation applications and limitations of this 
conservation planning technique. While the guidance outlines a standard process and the criteria for 
defining biological goals using a general surrogate species approach, it does not dictate which kind of 
surrogate approach to use. It is left up to each Region, working with conservation partners, to decide 
which approach best meets its resource circumstances, variables and needs.

Will Service employees have an opportunity to provide input on the draft guidance?

Beginning this September, workshops will be held in each Service region so employees, as well as 
state and tribal partners, can contribute their ideas, creativity and innovation to help refine and improve 
the draft guidance and species selection process. In addition, the Service is developing a web-based 
tool that will allow employees who cannot participate in the workshops to submit their comments and 
questions online. Input received from employees will inform the final draft of the technical guidance. 

Has the current draft of the technical guidance been peer-reviewed?

No. The theory and practice using of surrogate species in conservation planning is well-documented in 
peer-reviewed scientific literature and the draft technical guidance is based on that body of knowledge. 
To ensure the Service is using the best available science, we will submit a final draft of the document 
for scrutiny and comment by independent subject-matter experts.

How will the surrogate species selection process affect the work of the Service?

The surrogate species selection process will help the Service identify strategic priorities (biological 
objectives and other conservation planning targets) and collectively work toward achieving these 
objectives using the SHC approach such that our conservation decisions are informed by landscape-
scale assessments. By using surrogate species to identify biological objectives and other conservation 
planning targets, our programs can more explicitly connect conservation delivery and our policies to 
larger biological goals on the landscape, including those of our partners.

What does "Designing Functional Landscapes" mean?

Functional landscapes, for the purposes of FWS, are defined as “lands and waters with the properties 
and elements required to support desirable populations of fish and wildlife, while also providing human 
society with desired goods and services, including food, fiber, water, energy, and living space.” To 
design functional landscapes is to model future habitat conservation scenarios, at landscape scales, 
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that consider projected ecological factors (e.g. climate change, habitat fragmentation, energy 
development, human population growth and development, etc.), and the likely capability of any given 
future habitat conservation scenario to support self-sustaining fish, wildlife and plant populations in a 
landscape, at levels and distributions desired and expected by the communities (people) that inhabit 
that landscape.

How will surrogate species selection affect Service budget decisions and performance 
accountability?

Surrogate species selection will be used as the basis for conservation planning within specified 
geographic areas. Service budget decisions and performance accountability will be informed and 
guided by landscape conservation strategies and actions to be developed through these regional 
conservation planning efforts. This will enable the Service to be more accountable and transparent to 
partners and stakeholders by connecting our work to meaningful biological goals identified in the field. 
Aligning our organizational and business management practices to support our work on the ground 
related to species viability and sustainability will help the Service make more cost-effective 
conservation decisions and investments in the future.

What is the geographic unit of focus for selecting surrogate species?

The LCC boundaries will serve as initial areas of focus for selecting surrogate species, but it will likely 
be necessary to further divide the LCCs at a more practical scale based on ecological, physical and 
geographic considerations. Neither the LCCs nor species’ ranges conform precisely to the Service’s 
regional boundaries, so strong collaboration among and between regions and LCCs will be necessary. 
An integral point in approaching our conservation mission in this way is to integrate our work with that 
of other conservation organizations across and between multiple scales of time and geographic space.

How are surrogate species different from focal, representative or priority species?

Priority species are those that, because of legal status, management need, vulnerability, geographic 
areas of importance, financial or partner opportunity, political sensitivity, or other factors, demand extra 
time and resource efforts to conserve them. Priority species are a subset of the universe of species 
that we are responsible for.

Surrogate species is a commonly used term for species-based conservation planning. It includes 
various categories (focal, umbrella, representative, keystone, indicator, flagship), and its use is well 
documented in the scientific literature. As used in the technical guidance, a surrogate species is used 
to represent other species or aspects of the environment. Selecting a suite of surrogate species can 
help represent the habitat and/or management needs of larger groups of species.

Focal species, as defined in the 2006 FWS and USGS NEAT Report as well as in the Service’s 2008 
SHC Technical Implementation Guide, are species that represent larger guilds of species that use 
habitats similarly. Generally, focal species are selected based on knowledge that factors limiting their 
populations are sensitive to landscape-scale characteristics, such as land cover composition or 
connectivity. By addressing the needs of focal species, other species within a guild are expected to 
benefit. Focal species are one category of surrogate species. (NOTE: Each of these terms has a 
unique and legitimate meaning in the lexicon of FWS. Being consistent with our understanding of 
these concepts, however, is more important than perfect consistency in terminology. Consistent use of 
the term “surrogate species” is encouraged when referring to SHC species-based landscape 
conservation design and planning).

Are commercially exploited species eligible to be selected as surrogate species?

The process for selecting surrogate species is based on scientific methods to determine the degree to 
which a species under consideration represents the conservation needs of other species endemic to 
the same geography. If a commercially exploited species is determined by this process to be a 
scientifically defensible representative of the life history requirements of a particular group of species 
inhabiting a particular geography, it is eligible to be selected as a surrogate species.

Now that the draft guidance is available, when should we expect the process of identifying and 
selecting species to be completed?

Work to improve and complete the technical guidance, and to design a process for selecting surrogate 
species and conservation targets, will be concluded by late 2012. We expect conservation targets to 
be defined and identified for each Region, in accordance with the technical guidance and species 
selection process to be defined, by spring/summer 2013. Service staff involvement in this process is 
critical to our success. We also must ensure the conservation actions we undertake to conserve fish 
and wildlife are not simply compatible with state and tribal priorities, but are complementary, 
coordinated and united in the pursuit of our common cause.

Who will identify surrogate species and population objectives?

Fish and Wildlife Service Regional Directors are responsible for identifying the surrogate species 
selected in their respective regions, following the process for consultation and collaboration outlined in 
the draft technical guidance.

The Service believes selecting a finite set of surrogate species and establishing corresponding 
population objectives will enable the agency to manage its trust responsibilities and resources more 
effectively, to better identify its priorities and to make better conservation investment decisions. At the 
same time, state fish and wildlife agencies have a shared responsibility to ensure the conservation and 
management of America’s fish and wildlife species. The States have a primary role in conserving fish 
and wildlife within their borders. The fact that the Service’s responsibilities overlap with those of the 
States reinforces the need to collaboratively develop and integrate conservation efforts across 
species’ distributional ranges, including across State borders. However, it must not be interpreted, that 
the Service will set priorities for any other organization. Since LCCs are composed of representatives 
from federal agencies states, tribes, and other partners, it is encouraged to make use of these science 
partnerships to help identify and select surrogate species for landscape conservation design 
applications. , Because surrogate species will also be used by Service for its own applications related 
to budgeting and performance accountability, it is imperative that broad representation across Service 
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programs and geographies be part of the surrogate species selection process. Accordingly, landscape
-scale conservation planning will be more successful if the Service, states and other partners 
collaborate to identify surrogate species and population goals.

How many surrogate species need to be selected?

There is no prescribed or “right” number of surrogate species. The number of species selected for any 
particular geographic area will depend on the characteristics of the landscape: its size, ecological and 
geographic complexity and conservation challenges and the total number of species it supports. The 
number of species chosen should represent both terrestrial and aquatic components of the landscape 
based on existing science, knowledge and best professional judgment.

What if the species I work on isn’t a surrogate species? Does that mean it’s not a priority?

No. The conservation and management needs of trust species, including ESA mandates, will remain 
unchanged and must be addressed either through the surrogate species approach or individually. If it 
is determined that listed or other trust species’ limiting factors are not addressed with this approach, 
resources and effort to address them in another manner will be necessary. The identification of 
surrogate species will not replace or supersede our trust species responsibilities; it will help us do 
landscape conservation more effectively and efficiently for many of the species of interest to the 
Service and our partners, including many listed under ESA and relevant counterpart State laws.

What if the selected surrogate species don’t represent all the species for which the Service is 
responsible?

Surrogate species selected cannot represent all needs of all species on the landscape. The Service is 
responsible, first and foremost, for conserving federal trust species. As such, it is imperative that we 
select surrogate species that best represent as many of our trust species as possible. State fish and 
wildlife agencies, however, share many of the Service’s priorities and have additional species priorities 
within the same landscapes. A collaborative effort is needed to accommodate as many species as 
possible in landscape conservation strategies to ensure that the states and Service together are 
meeting the public’s expectations for all the nation’s fish and wildlife resources.

Feedback from species experts and staff throughout the process will refine our knowledge so that we 
may adapt our approaches as we move forward. Species that have unique habitat requirements or 
management needs that cannot be adequately represented by other species will be recognized, and 
their needs will be incorporated individually into landscape conservation strategies or addressed by 
stand-alone strategies.

What if there are conflicts between the habitat requirements of two species within the same 
geographic landscape?

Population objectives for species will enable us to identify and account for the habitat available or 
needed to support species with similar requirements, as well as potential conflicts between species 
needing different habitat features on the same landscapes. Having both landscape-scale habitat 
availability data and population objectives will allow us to consider alternative solutions for conserving 
habitats that can support both species and also will facilitate informed scientific and social discussions 
that will help us make decisions about how to balance competing conservation objectives.

How will surrogate species selection impact conservation delivery?

Identifying and selecting surrogate species will help ensure that "site-scale" delivery actions and 
individual projects of Service programs are coordinated and linked to landscape-scale goals – as 
defined and expressed in the biological planning and conservation design aspects of SHC. This will 
enable our conservation actions to have a better chance of adding up to real landscape-level results 
for fish, wildlife and plants and help the Service express our goals and achievements more clearly and 
understandably to the public, our partners and Congress. Conservation delivery will be stronger and 
more lasting, because this approach will make our mission more relevant to American society and 
engender increased support for conservation.
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