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Joint Chief’s Partnership: Lower Cowpasture Restoration Project 2019 Report 

In early 2019, partners working in the Lower Cowpasture 
Restoration Project area of Alleghany, Bath and Rockbridge 
counties in western Virginia received the third and final year 
of funding of the Joint Chiefs’ grant.  The LCRMP was award-
ed 100% of the third year funding request totaling just over 
$830,000.  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, this total included $10,000 for 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 and the 
three years of funding have led to a large amount of work be-
ing implemented across the landscape.  Much of the early 
work focused on prescribed fire and mechanical forest man-
agement across jurisdictional boundaries. This project 
builds upon that history of collaboration and cooperation 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 habitat for

forest bats, declining early successional birds, and other priority Species of Greatest Conservation 
Need in Virginia’s Wildlife Action Plan (2015); (3) improve water quality, function and connectivity of 
streams, and full passage of aquatic organisms, including surrogate species such as brook trout and 
other rare fish and mussel species; and (4) remove non-native invasive plant species while restoring 
native plant diversity, including American chestnut and native pollinator habitat. Projects highlighted 
in this 2019 report were identified and included 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 2019 

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: Wildlife Habitat Improvement 
Partner: USFS 
Contact: Steve Tanguay (USFS) Steve.tanguay@usda.gov, 

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 and has had multiple Joint Chiefs’ projects imple-

mented over the past several years.  This year, this pollinator work has been sup-

plemented with the planting of native tree species along a buffer area between the 

native pollinator fields and the Cowpasture River.  The USFS partnered with Appa-

lachian Conservation Core (ACC). ACC partners with land management agencies 

and organizations to accomplish critical conservation projects while providing 
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young adults an opportunity to learn about land management issues and challenges.  The pollinator 

habitat project at the Walton Tract was started in 2017, with the 

first year’s award of the Joint Chiefs’ funding.  Over 50 acres of 

pollinator habitat has been created with the Joint Chiefs’ funding 

and will be managed with prescribed fire. 

 To compliment this work, and as a new suite of projects this 

year, USFS has created some new permanent wildlife openings 

on recently closed timber sales.  USFS staff designed new wild-

life openings and planted native grasses and forbs.  Many times, 

these native plantings take 2-3 years to begin to flourish.  With 

that in mind, staff 

used a planting of 

winter annuals to 

maintain ground cov-

er and improve water 

quality while provid-

ing wildlife habitat.  

These permanent 

wildlife clearings are 

the first completed in 

the Lower Cowpas-

ture project and pro-

vide a model to use in 

the future.  A total of 40 acres of these clearings will be 

created in the Lower Cowpasture project area. 

Project: Vernal Pool/Waterhole Development and Monitoring 
Partner: USFS 
Contacts: Mike Hayslett, vavernalpools@gmail.com 

Over the three-year period ten new aquatic 
habitats/vernal pools were developed in the 
Limekiln area of the Lower Cowpasture pro-
ject area with the Joint Chiefs’ funding.  
These will not only provide a variety of wild-
life species with water sources during dry 
conditions, but also provide permanent and 
seasonal habitats for a variety of amphibians, 
such as wood frogs, marbled salamanders 
and red-spotted newts.  As well as habitat 
creation, the funding also provides intensive 
monitoring of both newly created and natural 
waterholes.  As part of this monitoring effort, 
over 50 waterholes have been monitored over 
the past two seasons.    

NWSG/Wildflower Conversion  

Photo by  Steve Tanguay, USFS

Permanent Wildlife Opening Creation, Walton Tract   Credit 

– Steve Tanguay, USFS 

Waterhole Monitoring-2019 Photo: Mike Hayslett 
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Project: Threatened and Endangered Species Reintroduction 

Partner: USFS, VDGIF, VAFAWC 

Contacts: Steve Tanguay (USFS) steve.tanguay@usda.gov, 
Brian Watson (VDGIF) brian.watson@dgif.virginia.gov 

We are again partnering with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 

(USFWS) and the Virginia Dept of Game and Inland Fisheries to 

propagate mussels to place in the Cowpasture River.  This part-

nership with the USFWS, VA Fisheries and Aquatic Wildlife Cen-

ter at Harrison Lake National Fish Hatchery and Brian Watson of 

VDGIF includes an analy-

sis of James Spiney Mus-

sel genetic structuring 

based on geography.   

The intention of this study 

is to understand the ge-

netic similarities and dif-

ferences of the various 

populations of JSM across its range to ensure that any reloca-

tion of JSM do not disrupt or negatively influence genetic in-

tegrity and distribution.  Although a fall release of mussels is 

dependent on this genetic analysis, releases are expected to 

occur in the future. 

Tagged James Spinymussels 

Photo by Brian Watson, VDGIF 

Project: Aquatic Organism Passage/Watershed Improve-
ments 
Partner: USFS, Trout Unlimited, NRCS  
Contact: Jonathan Berry (USFS), jonathan.berry@usda.gov 

Bottomless arch culverts used at road crossings provide a 
more natural stream form, reestablishing connectivity 
and passage of brook trout, rare fish, and other mobile 
aquatic species. Freshwater mussels are far less mobile 
depending upon fish host for their dispersal. The ability of 
host fish to move into new habitat means freshwater 
mussel species can also move into 

these areas. 

The Lime Kiln culvert replacement project was completed in 
April 2019.  This watershed improvement project continues the 
work replacing impassible culverts with passable structures. 
Replacing culverts allows full passage of all aquatic organisms, 
and serves to promote watershed restoration by improving 
connectivity of streams  

Example of an arch culvert design -USFWS 

JSM Reintroduction into the Cowpasture River     

Credit – Ellen Ford 

Lime Kiln Culvert replacement ~ Photo Credits-
Dave Rasmussen, USFS 

mailto:stanguay@fs.fed.us


 4 

Joint Chief’s Partnership: Lower Cowpasture Restoration Project 2019 Report 

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, Larry.d.shaw@usda.gov 

USFS fire management staff and partners burned two prescribed burn units totaling just over 1,000 

acres within the Lower Cowpasture Restoration Project in 2019. To bolster prescribed fire operations 

in Lower Cowpasture Restoration Project, The Nature Conservancy hosted a prescribed fire module 

from Atlantic Wildfire Resources (AWR) February through May 2019.  

The Middle Mountain unit (928 acres) is a cross boundary unit 
with portions of the unit on TNC owned Warm Springs Mountain 
Preserve and the remainder on the US Forest Service.  This unit 
was burned in two phases. Fire practitioners blacklined in early 
spring under moderate fire behavior conditions. Blacklining is 
used by fire managers to burn fuels next to a containment line. 
This technique increases the width of fire lines and reduces ex-
posure to hazards. The unit was completed in late April when 
weather conditions became favorable to meet prescribed fire 
objectives.  This unit contains pockets of Table Mountain Pine, 
a species that is dependent on fire to regenerate. 

A burn was also conducted on Fort Dickinson Farms (30 ac). 

This burn occurred on private lands within the Lower Cowpas-

ture project area and included partners from 5 separate agen-

cies.  This was the first partner burn conducted on private 

lands. 

The Walton Tract field burn unit (110 acres) was 
burned in late February 2019.  Prescribed fire is 
used to manage native warm season grass and wild-
flower meadows in a rotation.  Only half of the fields 
are burned annually, to maintain winter cover for 
wildlife on the landscape, while setting back succes-
sion and stimulating rapid regrowth in the burn are-
as.  These fields provide habitat for a large number 
of early successional species and pollinators. 

Middle Mountain Table Mountain pinecone opened 
~ Photo Credit Adam Christie, USFS 

Walton Tract Prescribe Burn   ~ Photo Credit Frank Simmons, 
USFS 



 5 

Joint Chief’s Partnership: Lower Cowpasture Restoration Project 2019 Report 

Project: Herbicide Treatments (Non-Native Invasive Species) 
Partner:  USFS 
Contact: Genny Kotyk (USFS) genny.e.kotyk@usda.gov 

Non-native invasive species (NNIS) control is ongoing 
on the National Forest. Projects under the Joint Chiefs’ 
Partnership are prioritized based on and in coordina-
tion with planned disturbance activities such as silvi-
cultural treatments and prescribed fire.  

Tree-of-heaven, autumn olive, and multiflora rose were 
treated along Forest Service roads.  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 spe-
cies while they are a low population, easy to find and 
easy to treat prior to disturbance is the most effective 
and cost efficient methodology.   

To best assess NNIS treatment effectiveness, monitoring has 
continued to occur along Lime Kiln Road.  Teams have been 
monitoring the success of treatments to invasive species in-
cluding Japanese Barberry (Berberis thunbergii), Chinese Seri-
cea Lespedeza (Lespedeza cuneate), Princess Tree (Paulownia 
tomentosa), and Autumn Olive (Elaeagnus umbellate).   

Project: Crop Tree Release 
Partner: USFS  
Contact: Genny Kotyk (USFS), 
Genny.e.kotyk@usda.gov 

Crop Tree Release (242 acres) and Site Prepara-
tion for Natural Regeneration (211 acres) were 
contracted out this year. Crop Tree Release re-
duces competition, gives the trees more room to 
grow and affords them better access to limited 
resources such as nutrients and water, thus im-
proving their growth rate and vigor. Stands re-
ceiving crop tree release remain in the mid-
closed canopy habitat condition since not 
enough trees are removed to result in open habi-
tat conditions. Site preparation for natural regen-
eration is applied soon after a regeneration har-
vest to enhance the regeneration success of de-
sirable species. 

NNIS mechanized spraying attachment on a USFS small 

dump truck   Photo- Elizabeth McNichols, USFS 

Lime Kiln  After  ~2019 Photo Credit – Thomas Lane, USFS 

Successful treatment of the Lime Kiln NNIS ~ Photo 

Credit –  Steve Tanguay, USFS 
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Partner: NRCS, TNC, USFS, FSA, VDGIF, VDOF, MSWCD, VDCR, Trout Unlimited, Cowpasture River 
Preservation Association 
Contact: Charles Simmons, charles.simmons@usda.gov  

Collaboration has been key to the success of a three-year Joint Chiefs’ 

Landscape Restoration Partnership project that is helping to create a 

brighter future for those who live, work and play in the Lower Cowpas-

ture watershed.  

The Nature Conservancy (TNC) and the United States Forest Service 

(USFS) took the lead in securing grant funding to get the Cowpasture 

project off the ground. Then, participating agencies teamed up to inte-

grate treatments across federal, state and private lands with a combina-

tion of funding to reach shared conservation goals.  

Specialized technical assistance was a critical factor in implementing 

many of these activities. Trout Unlimited, the Virginia Department of 

Game and Inland Fisheries (VDGIF) and the Virginia Department of For-

estry (VDOF) lent their expertise in specific areas. Trout Unlimited sup-

ported projects that will improve water quality and decrease stream 

bank erosion throughout the watershed. VDGIF was instrumental in im-

plementing golden-winged warbler/early successional habitat and con-

ducted threatened and endangered species reviews for the projects. 

VDOF provided oversight for tree planting, invasive species control and 

project checkout.  

The Mountain Soil and Water Conservation District (MSWCD) and Cow-

pasture River Preservation Association contributed local knowledge 

and longstanding relationships with landowners to make the connec-

tions necessary to initiate projects on private lands. Both entities have 

spearheaded many locally-led conservation efforts and the MSWCD 

helped keep a major Cowpasture exclusion project viable by contrib-

uting state cost-share funds.  

The Farm Service Agency played a critical role as well by determining participant program eligibility 

and administering the Conservation Reserve Enhancement Program used to exclude livestock from 

large sections of the Cowpasture River. 

Each of these players has been part of a complex network 

that enabled NRCS to implement practices that will improve 

water quality and connectivity, reduce and remove non-

native invasive plant species, restore native plant commu-

nities, and enhance wildlife habitat.  

A Virginia Success Story:  Collaboration 

Trout Unlimited and Mountain Soil and 

Water Conservation District inspecting a 

fencing project-Photo Charlie Simmons 

USFS and TNC burn unit monitoring-Photo April Boggs 
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The Joint Chiefs Lower Cowpasture Restoration Project 

has helped fund important projects that may otherwise 

have gone unnoticed or unfunded. The USFS implement-

ed many conservation activities on public lands and has 

worked with TNC to report project achievements to help 

spread the word about these successes. .  

More than 2,000 acres of forest have been included in 

forest management plans. Contracts have also been 

signed to implement over 1500’ of exclusion fence, 800 

acres of invasive species control, 270 acres of prescribed 

grazing, 136 acres of forage plantings and 32 acres of Golden-Winged Warbler habitat.  

The positive impacts on the Cowpasture River and surrounding areas will be seen in years to come. 
The partnerships and conversations this project have started make it a portrait of success.  

Virginia Department of Forestry inspecting a tree planting-

Photo-Charlie Simmons 

Watershed Project Area-  With the help of our federal partners and agency field staff, our agency was 

able to reach more than a dozen landowners for technical assistance. VDOF staff conducted four Pre-

harvest plans on properties in the initiative area prior to the start of a timber harvests. These plans 

helped landowners and loggers design the layout of all haul roads, logging decks, and skid trails for 

the commercial harvests. The elements of this plan were designed in a way that would maintain the 

natural integrity of all natural resources within and downstream of the harvest area. These harvests, 

and others in the area, were inspected at least every 45 days from start to finish to insure compliance 

with the Virginia Water Quality Laws.  

VDOF staff completed two Forest Stewardship Management Plans on private land in the pro-

ject area in 2019. These two management plans covered a total of over 575 acres in the Cowpasture 

River Watershed. The Stewardship Management Plan addresses the best management strategies in 

areas ranging from wildlife habitat improvement and forest aesthetics to soil and water conservation. 

VDOF is excited to have these two new properties in the program and is looking forward to continued 

opportunities for enhanced forest management on these properties. In addition to the Stewardship 

Management Plans, VDOF also completed four forest stand plans for a total of 79 acres. These plans 

also recommend best forest management practices, only on a smaller scale. 

In addition to the plans that were written, there were a number of forest management practices 

completed in the area. These projects include invasive species control, prescribed burning, soil sta-

bilization of old skid trails, hardwood timber stand improvement, and tree plantings. These projects 

covered a total of approximately 140 acres.  

For FY 2020 VDOF is already hard at work planning projects in the focus area. Some of the 

projects that we have already started to work on include multiple forest buffer plantings, a 26 acre 

prescribed burn, an additional Forest Stewardship Management Plan, two Pre-harvest management 

plans, and many hardwoods stand improvement projects. With these projects and the continued in-

crease in landowner interest, VDOF anticipates an increase our project implementation acreage over 

the next year. 

Virginia Department of Forestry 2019 Update Contact: dean.cumbia@dof.virginia.gov
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Lower Cowpasture Project Monitoring and Evaluation 

A TOTAL OF SEVEN (7) BIANNUAL REPORTS have been released 
by Elizabeth McNichols, District Ranger at George Washington 
and Jefferson National Forests.  

A PUBLIC MONITORING TRIP was held in October 2019. Sites vis-
ited included a prescribed burn at Middle Mountain, an American 
Chestnut planting, and new permanent wildlife clearings and ver-
nal pools adjacent to a timber sale off Lime Kiln.  There was dis-
cussion of the large amount of monitoring involved in all projects, 
from the vegetation monitoring of all prescribed burns to the map-
ping and monitoring of natural and man0made waterholes across 
the district.  

 

 

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 
2019, five-year post burn vegetation monitoring 
was completed in three burn unit on 28 plots in the 
Lower Cowpasture River Restoration Project Area. 
Monitoring was completed on North Short, Mares 
Run, and Bear Loop burn units. 

BREEDING BIRD SURVEYS: A ninth year of moni-
toring avian community response to controlled 
burning was completed in an 18,000-acre project 
area spanning George Washington & National For-
est and Conservancy owned lands. Fifty-five of the 
108 permanent plots were visited in 2019 which are 
also surveyed for changes in structure and compo-
sition of vegetation. Monitoring for changes in avi-
an species abundance and habitat over the long-
term, landscape-scale project will help inform fu-
ture management decisions.  

 

 

Participants in the 2019 Pubic Monitoring 

Trip  visiting a newly created waterhole 

Photo by Elizabeth McNichols 

Report prepared by Blair Smyth, The Na-

ture Conservancy, for the Lower Cowpas-

ture Restoration Project, November 17, 

2019. 

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.  




