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Joint Chief’s Partnership: Lower Cowpasture Restoration Project 2018 Report 

In early 2018, partners working in the Lower Cowpasture 
Restoration Project area of Alleghany, Bath and Rockbridge 
counties in western Virginia received the second year of 
funding of the Joint Chiefs’ grant.  The LCRMP was awarded 
100% of the second year funding request totaling almost 
$600,000.  This funding is dedicated to increasing restoration 
work in the biologically rich Cowpasture River, a priority wa-
tershed (117,500 acres) within the Chesapeake Bay headwa-
ters. Additionally, the Joint Chiefs’ Partnership grant of 
$180,400 was awarded to the Virginia Department of Forestry 
to help continue work on private and state lands within the 
Lower Cowpasture. 
 
A history of strong collaboration and cooperation between 
diverse partners paved the way for this opportunity. Much of 
the early work focused on prescribed fire and mechanical 
forest management across jurisdictional boundaries. This 
project builds upon that history of collaboration and cooper-
ation to (1) restore the health, diversity and resiliency of fire-
adapted forests and rare plant communities while decreasing 
the risk of wildfire to adjacent communities; (2) improve hab-
itat for forest bats, declining early successional birds, and 

other priority Species of Greatest Conservation Need in Virginia’s Wildlife Action Plan (2015); (3) im-
prove water quality, function and connectivity of streams, and full passage of aquatic organisms, in-
cluding surrogate species such as brook trout and other rare fish and mussel species; and (4) re-
move non-native invasive plant species while restoring native plant diversity, including American 
chestnut and native pollinator habitat. Projects highlighted in this 2018 report were identified and in-
cluded in the Joint Chiefs’ Proposal and continue the scope of work started in 2017. Each contribute 
to goals of implementing treatments across federal, state, and private lands.  
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Lower Cowpasture Restoration Project Updates 

November 2018 

J O I N T  C H I E F S ’  L A N D S C A P E  

R E S T O R AT I O N  PA R T N E R S H I P  

Update 

Lower Cowpasture 

Restoration Project 

Project: Pollinator Habitat Establishment/Herbicide Treatment (NNIS) 
Partner: USFS 
Contact: Genny Kotyk (USFS) gennyekotyk@fs.fed.us 
 
The Walton Tract, a management area on the Warm Springs Ranger District of the 
George Washington and Jefferson National Forest, was identified as a priority site to 
establish pollinator habitat. This project was started in 2017, with the first year’s 
award of the Joint Chiefs’ funding.  It will provide early successional habitat for imper-
iled bird species identified in the Virginia Wildlife Action Plan (2015) including Eastern 
Meadowlark, Eastern Towhee, Rusty Blackbird, and Field Sparrow. The site, situated 
next to the Cowpasture River, also serves as a riparian buffer for sections of the Cow-
pasture River where augmentation of James Spinymussel, a federally listed species, 
is taking place.   
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Joint Chief’s Partnership: Lower Cowpasture Restoration Project 2018 Report 

 
Old fields dominated by cool season grasses and surrounded by 
walls of non-native invasive shrubs and trees had been previously 
managed for hay production. In preparation for planting the native 
seed mix, 15 acres of old field were treated in early summer 2018 
with triclopyr herbicide targeting broad leaved weeds (sericea 
lespedeza, mullen, smartweeds, wingstem) and invasive shrubs 
(autumn olive and multiflora rose). After the pre-treatments were 

completed, the old fields 
were drill seeded with the 
native seed mix designed 
especially for pollinators, 
including five species of 
warm season grass, two 
species of milkweed, round
-headed lespedeza, Maxi-
millian’s sunflower, hairy 
mountain mint, ironweed, 
and other pollinator sup-
porting herbaceous plants.  
Autumn olive incursion in-
to these areas is being 
spot treated with herbicide.  
The edges of the fields are 
also being managed me-
chanically, and uprooted autumn olives are being piled in 
preparation for burning.   

In 2017 and 2018, a total of 42 acres have been converted into a 
native wildflower NWSG mix.  This area is scheduled to be part 
of the prescribed fire rotation in early 2019. 

Project: Vernal Pool/Waterhole Development 
Partner: USFS 
Contacts: Mike Hayslett, vavernal-
pools@gmail.com 
 
 
 
Five new aquatic habitats/vernal pools were 
developed in the Limekiln area of the Lower 
Cowpasture project area with the 2018 Joint 
Chiefs’ funding.  These will not only provide 
a variety of wildlife species with water 
sources during dry conditions, but also pro-
vide permanent and seasonal habitats for a 
variety of amphibians, such as wood frogs, 
marbled salamanders and redspotted 
newts.      
 
 

NWSG/Wildflower Conversion  

Photo by  Steve Tanguay, USFS 

Preparing a catchment basin for “waterhole” aquatic habitat 

Photo: Mike Hayslett 

Preparing seed bed for pollinator habitat, Walton 
Tract   Credit – Jenny Henning, USFS 
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Project: Threatened and Endangered Species Reintroduction 

Partner: USFS, VDGIF, VAFAWC 

Contacts: Steve Tanguay (USFS) stanguay@fs.fed.us, Brian Watson 
(VDGIF) brian.watson@dgif.virginia.gov 
 

Propagated James spinymussels (JSM) from a brood stock out of 
Mill Creek by Camp Acovac (Millboro, VA) were used to enhance the 
population of this federally endangered mussel in the Cowpasture 
River.  These are in the same watershed and are assumed to be the 
closest genetic stock available.  DNA studies are being performed at 
VCU at this time to see if there is a genetic difference between the 

Mill Creek strain of JSM and 
other strains of JSM in the Ap-
palachians.   

The VA Fisheries and Aquatic 
Wildlife Center produced JSM 
juveniles from Mill Creek and 
released the remaining 278 
subadults into the Cowpasture River on 10/24/2018.  All JSM 
were marked with HallPrint tags and 8 mm PIT tags for future 
monitoring.  Average length of the released JSM was 30.4 mm. 

Sedimentation, agricultural runoff, and nonnative mussels are 

all major concerns for this species.   This project is significant 

because of the large number of partners involved, including 

United States Forest Service, Virginia Department of Game and 

Inland Fisheries, United States Fish and Wildlife, VA Fisheries 

and Aquatic Wildlife Center, and private landowners. 

Tagged James Spinymussels 

Photo by Brian Watson, VDGIF 

Project: Aquatic Organism Passage/Watershed Improvements 
Partner: USFS, Trout Unlimited, NRCS  
Contact: Jonathan Berry (USFS),  jonathanberry@fs.fed.us  
 
Bottomless arch culverts used at road crossings provide a more natural stream form, reestablish-
ing connectivity and passage of brook trout, rare fish, and other mobile aquatic species. Freshwa-

ter mussels are far less mobile depending upon fish host for 
their dispersal. The ability of host fish to move into new hab-
itat means freshwater mussel species are moving into these 
areas too.   
 
Porters Mill and Piney Mountain Branch, on the National 
Forest, will be the first under the Joint Chiefs’ to receive bot-
tomless arch culverts removing existing aquatic barriers 
posed by outdated culvert crossings. Contracts for these 
projects have been awarded and work is anticipated to 
begin in 2019. 

 
Aquatic organism passage (AOP) work is also in full swing in the Pads Creek drainage. The Joint 
Chiefs’ funds supported engineering field surveys during October 2017. Ten (10) culverts are slat-
ed for removal/replacement on portions of Pads Creek Road (Forest Road 129) which follows South 
Fork Pads Creek. One (1) AOP culvert on Limekiln Hollow Road (Forest Road 194) and one (1) cul-
vert on Downey Branch in the Long Dale Recreation Area were also surveyed in October 2017.    
 
 
  

Example of an arch culvert design (from 

JSM Reintroduction into the Cowpasture River     

Credit – Ellen Ford 

mailto:stanguay@fs.fed.us
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Project: Prescribed Fire 

Partners: USFS, The Nature Conservancy, VA Department of Game & Inland Fisheries, Dept of Con-

servation & Recreation Natural Heritage Division 

Contact: Butch Shaw, ldshaw@fs.fed.us  

 

USFS fire management staff and partners burned 

four prescribed burn units totaling 3,000 acres and 

prepared 18 miles of fireline within the Lower Cow-

pasture Restoration Project in 2018. To bolster pre-

scribed fire operations in Lower Cowpasture Res-

toration Project, The Nature Conservancy hosted a 

prescribed fire module from Wildland Restoration 

International (WRI), February through May 2018.  

 

The North Short unit (2,258 acres) was the largest 

burn accomplishment in the Lower Cowpasture 

Restoration Project in 2018. This unit was burned 

in two phases. Fire practitioners blacklined in early 

March under moderate conditions. Blacklining is 

used by fire managers to burn fuels next to a con-

tainment line. This technique increases the width 

of fire lines and reduces exposure to hazards. Weather conditions became favorable to meet pre-

scribed fire objectives in April. The remainder of the burn unit was ignited using a helicopter and over 

50 personnel from USDA Forest Service, WRI, VA Dept of Game 

and Inland Fisheries, Americorps and The Nature Conservancy.  

 

Coffee Pot Burn Unit (361 acres) is located several miles from 

the town of Millboro on state route 42.  Fire planners coordinat-

ed with three private landowners using a participating agree-

ment under the Wyden Amendment authority to include their 

lands in the burn. Crews burned around 4 houses to reduce 

fuels. Partners on this burn included Flatwoods and Jacob’s 

Creek Job Corp firefighters.  In addition to fuels reduction in the 

ecological restoration objectives included improved conditions 

for Short Leaf Pine regeneration.  

 

In December of 2017 during a dry spell of weather, partners gathered to burn the Bear Loop Burn Unit 

(150 acres). This is the fourth burn since 2008 for this unit which is located in Bath County on Warm 

Springs Mountain Preserve owned by The Nature Conservancy. This dry weather gave crews an op-

portunity to blackline 240 acres of the Mare Run Burn Unit (842 acres). In July 2018 four partner agen-

cies returned to Mare Run to burn the unit. Although conditions were not right for burning this area, 

the team was able to train and learn about prescribed fire in the summer.  

Ignitions team on the Mare Run summer 

burn. One objective of this burn was to 

Fire managers carefully plan  to burn on days when smoke  

will least impact surrounding communities. The North 

Short smoke column captured  looking east from Warm 
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Project: Herbicide Treatments (Non-Native Invasive Species) 
Partner:  USFS 
Contact: Genny Kotyk (USFS) gennyekotyk@fs.fed.us 
  
 
Non-native invasive species (NNIS) control is ongoing on the 
National Forest. Projects under the Joint Chiefs’ Partnership are 
prioritized based on and in coordination with planned disturb-
ance activities such as silvicultural treatments and prescribed 
fire.  
 
Tree-of-heaven, autumn olive, and multiflora rose were treated 
along Forest Service roads. Approximately 20 miles of roadside 
were treated with glyphosate herbicide applied as a foliar treat-
ment. Right-of-ways are often easy routes for new invaders to 
follow into fairly invasive free areas. Tree-of-heaven is particu-
larly clever, waiting, sending up clones, and sowing its wind dis-
persed seed for miles into newly disturbed areas. Gaps in the forest canopy created through timber 
harvest or natural wind throw can quickly be colonized by tree-of-heaven, out-competing native trees 
like sun-loving oak seedlings for light and other resources. Controlling invasive species while they 
are a low population, easy to find and easy to treat prior to disturbance is the most effective and cost 
efficient methodology.   

 
 
Two NNIS tree species have been prioritized for control 
in conjunction with timber harvest and forest thinning. 
97 acres of NNIS were treated by a contractor in Mares 
Run, Walton Tract, and at Pads Creek. 
 
 
 
 
 

Mowing invasive shrubs and trees at Walton Unit 

Pollinator Habitat Establishment. 

Photo by Jenny Henning 

Tree-of-heaven infesting a forest road right-

of-way.  

Photo: Richard Gardner, Bugwood.org 

Project: Hardwood Thinning/ TSI 
Partner: USFS  
Contact: Genny Kotyk (USFS),  
 
A crop tree release contract treating 355 acres in the Lower Cowpasture was funded the Joint Chiefs’ 
Partnership in 2018. In this silvicultural practice, the forester chooses desirable crop trees in a young 
stand (approximately 20 years) to bring forward into the future mature stand. About 25 trees per acre 
are selected for and released. Selected trees are typically desirable mast producing trees (mostly 
oak).  The crop tree release is currently underway and will be completed in the next several weeks. 
 

NNIS mechanized spraying attachment on a USFS small 

dump truck   Photo- Elizabeth McNichols, USFS 
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Project: Private Lands (NRCS EQIP) 
Partner: NRCS & Dave Peters 
Contact: Charles Simmons, charles.simmons@va.usda.gov  
 
 

When you enter On the River Farm, it’s easy to overlook the attention to detail that sets this con-

servation effort apart from others. A closer inspection of the unique suite of practices reveals a dedi-

cation to good stewardship strengthened over three generations. 

The winding journey of this family farm began when Dave Peters’ grandparents, John Peters and 

Elizabeth Jane Devenny Peters, purchased the property nestled between Griffin Knob and the Cow-

pasture River around 1880 in what was then Coronation, Virginia. Dave recalls fishing, canoeing, and 

playing on its banks as a kid. He also remembers many challenges and successes associated with 

living in the watershed, including a proposed dam site at Griffin that would have dammed up the 

Cowpasture and flooded much of his present-day farm. Dave was involved in the creation of the 

Rough Mountain Wilderness and designation of Tier III waters in the watershed. 

Dave’s pre-1929 photos show a landscape covered in 

corn shocks. Over the succeeding years, uses expand-

ed to livestock and row crops. Today, he grows shii-

take mushrooms on a farm covered in trees and wildlife 

habitat. As with most conservation systems that span 

decades, Dave and his wife Sandra have experienced 

some setbacks along the way. However, their trial and 

error approach also yielded many unexpected benefits 

and discoveries about new ways of doing things.  

Dave’s interest in establishing wildlife habitat led him 

to the Farm Service Agency in 2000. With his Conserva-

tion Reserve Program (CRP) contract, he planted over 

27 acres of native warm season grasses and hedge-

rows to attract bobwhite quail. At first, he could hear quail calls on a yearly basis. Then, they came 

back every other year and finally were gone.  

The quail may have left, but the habitat is still there. Today, this area is home to red-tailed, sharp- 

shinned, and the occasional northern harrier hawk. Indigo buntings, woodcocks and many other 

birds and mammals also call the CRP home.  Visitors will also notice the fire breaks, hedgerows, and 

hands-on maintenance that sets this CRP site apart and allows the habitat and wildlife to flourish. 

A Virginia NRCS Success Story:  On The River Farm-Dave Peters 

Pre-1929  Photo of On the River Farm 

Photo by: Charlie Simmons, NRCS 
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With help from his neighbors and the Virginia Department of Forestry, 

Dave has maintained the warm season grass fields with rotating pre-

scribed burns focused on one third of the area each year.  

In 2007, Dave received financial assistance through the Natural Re-

sources Conservation Service (NRCS) Wildlife Habitat Incentive Pro-

gram to establish a stand of American chestnut trees. He planted 500 

trees, enclosing 250 of them in a clear cut, and took the extra step of 

building a seven to eight foot deer fence around the area. The chest-

nuts from Minnesota made it to a height of three to four feet before 

dying, but Dave didn’t get discouraged. His next step was to plant 

chestnut hybrids from the American Chestnut Foundation and Alle-

gheny chinkapins from the Virginia Department of Forestry. Today, 

hybrid chestnuts are thriving on the farm along with red oak, chest-

nut oak, pin oak, pines and many other species.    

In 2018, Dave tapped into a Joint Chiefs Landscape Restoration Part-

nership project focused on the Lower Cowpasture to continue his conservation efforts. He worked 

with a Technical Service Provider to develop a Forest Management Plan that will enable him to apply 

for additional NRCS funding to control invasive species and perform precommercial timber manage-

ment.  

These plans also help forest land owners assess the potential of tim-

ber stands and make management recommendations for their property. 

Dave is incorporating those recommendations into his long-range plan-

ning so the timber can be a managed crop for future generations. He al-

so realizes the important role livestock can play in a conservation sys-

tem and is open to that idea. 

This open-mindedness, willingness to try new things, and commit-

ment to conservation are helping the Peters protect the legacy of On The 

River Farm and position it for the future. On the day of our latest visit, 

Dave and environmental consultant Mike Hayslett were working on a ver-

nal pool and restoration of wetlands that were drained as early as the 19th 

century. Dave is also interested in slowing the stream bank erosion on 

the Cowpasture brought on by recent high-water events. He has planted 

willows provided by the Mountain Soil and Water Conservation District. The knowledge that “what 

happens here in the mountains can affect the Bay” motivates him to help stop the silt from creating 

downstream impacts.  

Dave with some of the Shiitake 

mushrooms 

CRP-On the River Farm 

Photo by: Charlie Simmons, NRCS 
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Lower Cowpasture Project Monitoring and Evaluation 

A TOTAL OF FIVE (5) BIANNUAL REPORTS have been released 
by Elizabeth McNichols, District Ranger at George Washington 
and Jefferson National Forests.  

A PUBLIC MONITORING TRIP was held in September 2018. Nine-
teen (19) people attended the field trip, and included stakeholder 
group members, and representatives from both Senator Warner 
and Senator Kaine’s offices.  Sites visited included a pollinator 
planting at the Walton Tract and a prescribed burn at North Short.  
Along many of the roadsides, participants saw a large amount of 
NNIS herbicide work that has been completed. There were discus-
sions and more details provided about the vernal pool sampling 
and new construction in summer 2018. 

 

 

 

VEGETATION MONITORING: Vegetative sampling 
(Forest Structure and Composition--FSC protocol 
developed by the Central Appalachian Fire Learn-
ing Network Partners) is used to monitor fire ef-
fects across the Central Zone of the George Wash-
ington and Jefferson National Forests. The moni-
toring detects changes in the forest structure and 
vegetation and if the forest is shifting towards the 
desired conditions identified in the Forest Plan. In 
2018, five-year post burn vegetation monitoring 
was completed in 1 burn unit on 11 plots in the 
Lower Cowpasture River Restoration Project Area. 
Photo point monitoring on 27 plots were completed 
in the North Short, Bear Loop and Mare Run burn 
units. 

BREEDING BIRD SURVEYS: Using pre- and post-
burn ecological monitoring plots, an enthusiastic 
group of TNC and USFS staff and volunteers 
worked together to survey 52 plots. These plots 
were monitored during the peak of breeding sea-
son. Preliminary trends in abundance of these spe-
cies will help to document changes in habitat and 
inform future management decisions.  

 

Participants in the 2017 Pubic Monitoring 

Trip  visiting an active timber harvest 

operation.                    Photo by Jeff Shifflett 

Report prepared by Blair Smyth, The Na-

ture Conservancy, for the Lower Cowpas-

ture Restoration Project, November 17, 

2018. 

Woodland area in the Bear Loop burn which has been 

burned 4 times since 2008.  15 bird species were observed 

at the plot near this area, species included Black and 

White Warbler, Black-Throated Blue Warbler, Scarlet 

Tanager, Yellow-Billed Cuckoo and Red-Eyed Vireo.  


