
1509 Village Grove Road
Richmond, Va. 23238
May 24, 2007

George Washington Plan Review
George Washington & Jefferson National Forests
5162 Val1eypointe Parkway
Roanoke, Va. 24019-3050

Subj: National Forest Service - New 15 Year Plan

Ref: I am a property owner of the Fort Valley Hunt Club,
off Moreland Gap Road, Fort Valley, Va.

Gentlemen:

1would like to provide you input for consideration as you develop your new fifteen (15) year
plan for the national forest area around where the Fort Valley Hunt Club property is located.
This club, to the best of my knowledge, was established during the 1920's. This private property
of approximately fourteen (14) acres shares a common boundary line with the national forest.
The majority of hunting is in the national forest.

Over the past fifteen (15 ) years of so, I have seen more and more impact from the addition and
expansion ofAll Terrain Vehicles (ATV) trails and horse trails. It is not uncommon, while
hunting in the forest around Fort Valley Hunt Club, to see private organized horse riding parties
coming through the woods or having noisy ATV riders coming through. All this commotion is
not very conducive to the wildlife, serenity of the woods, and for hunting.

As you consider your next [Ifteen (15) year plan please consider the follow:

1. No more expansion of ATV trails or elimination/reducing the number of trails.
2. No more expansion ofhorse back riding trails or elimination/reducing the number of trails.
3. Do not implement any additional camping or picnic areas.
4.. I feel the woods should be undisturbed, except by hunters, during the early and late black
powder deer season and during the general west of the Blue Ridge deer season (October

through January).

Your careful and thoughtful consideration would be most appreciated.

Sincerely,



P. O. Box 3012
Lynchburg, Virginia 24503

May 14,2007

George Washington Plan Revision
George Washington & Jefferson National Forests
5162 Valleypointe Parkway
Roanoke, VA 24019

Dear Sirs:

As per a resolution of our Board of Directors I am writing to express our organization's concerns
pertaining to the George Washington National Forest Plan Revision. As a maintaining club responsible
for 90 miles of the Appalachian National Scenic Trail (A.T.) and representing a membership of
approximately 500 interested and concemed individuals we feel it is of the utmost importance that the
new George Washington National Forest Plan and its implementation adequately address the needs and
concerns of this national treasure.

The need to continue to protect the A.T. remains strong. We feel that the new Plan under the new
guidelines should integrate the existing standards for the A.T. as found under the now current Plan. In
addition we feel that the strong standards as set forth in the Plan for the Jefferson National Forest should
also be incorporated into the design and implementation of the George Washington National Forest Plan.

Thank you for the opportunity to address this very important issue. We look forward to participating in
this ongoing process.

David A. Helms
President

c: Laura Belleville
Appalachian Trail Conservancy
POBOX 174
Blacksburg, VA 24063



AllEGHANY COUNTY FARM BUREAU
® 411 South Monroe Avenue@Covington, Virginia 24426 e (540) 962-3961

May 8, 2007

Mr. Dave Plunkett
Planning Team Leader
George Washington Plan Revision
5162 Valleypointe Parkway
Roanoke, VA 24019

Dear Mr. Plunkett:

As you revise the Forest Plan for the George Washington National Forest, please
consider the following comments and suggestions as your planning team develops the
preferred plan.

The Alleghany County Farm Bureau consists of 888 total members of which 252
are farming producer members in the Alleghany Highlands Region. We believe
responsible forest stewardship includes providing for all the amenities available from the
forest, including the forest products society needs and wants. A sound timber harvesting
program goes hand-in-hand with management for other uses, including forest health,
wildlife, and recreation. These efforts are complimentary, and the Forest Service needs
to recognize this when developing long-range plans.

The United States Forest Service owns 142,053 acres or 56.6% of the land base
within Alleghany County. The Forest Products Industry plays a very important part of the
economy in our region. MeadWestvaco, our largest employer with 1,400 plus
employees, consumes approximately two million tons ofpulpwood per year at
Covington. However, less than 1% of the pulpwood consumed By MeadWestvaco in
2006 came from the George Washington National Forest. At least three sawmills and
thirty five logging businesses operate in our county. These businesses provide jobs for
many people. For the sawmill owners and loggers in these areas, the USFS timber sale
program is extremely important, and it will impact them. A reliable supply ofraw
material is crucial to the future of our county. Forest products will be generated
somewhere to meet demand, and it is logical and environmentally wise that some of these
products come from Forest Service lands. This trend of decreasing emphasis on timber
harvesting needs to be reversed in the revised plan. This includes maintaining both a
high suitable-acres base and significant allowable cut level.

A healthy forest and one that provides habitat for a variety ofplant and animal
species is one that is diverse. Actively harvesting timber establishes and maintains this
diversity by creating a mosaic of timber types and ages across the landscape. This helps
minimize the potential for catastrophic losses due to insect and disease outbreaks,
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uncontrolled fires, or other natural events. Environmentally, the Forest Service should
have a strong harvesting program to protect the environment and improve biodiversity.

Thank you for the opportunity to comment. Please let me know if you would like
to discuss further our common interest in the sound and balanced management of these
public lands.

Sincerely,

~-2kt
Roger Timbrook.
Vice-President Alleghany County Farm Bureau
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Environmental
Law Center

May 2, 2007

Maureen T. Hyzer
Forest Supervisor
Oeorge Washington National Forest
5162 Valleypointe Parkway
Roanoke, Virginia 24019

Re: George \Vashington Forest Plan Revision

Dear Ms. Hyzer:

f1\'" .\ '
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20 I West 1\18in Street, Suite] 4\J
Charlottesville, VA 22902-5065

434-977-4090

Fax 434-977-1483

SouthernEnvironment.org

We would like to take this opportunity to share our views on recent developments in the
National Forest Management Act (NFMA) regulations which affect the Oeorge Washington
(OW) forest plan revision.

As you recognized in your April 3, 2007, letter postponing public meetings on the
revision of the OW plan, on Mareh 30, 2007, the Northern District of California held that the
adoption ofthe 2005 NFMA regulations violated the Administrative Procedure Act (APA), the
National Environmental Poliey Aet (NEPA) and the Endangered Species Act (ESA). Citizens
for Better Forestry v. United States Dep't of Agric., 2007 U.S. Dist. LEXIS 27419, *121 (N.D.
Cal. 2007). The court enjoined the USDA "from implementation and utilization of the 2005
Rule until it has fully complied with" those statutes. Id.

If the OW desires to proceed with its forest plan revision at this time, the OW should use
the 1982 NFMA regulations. Although it did not decide the question, Citizens suggested that the
rnle "immediately proceeding the 2005 Rule" would control. Id. at *120. Prior to the adoption
of the invalid 2005 Rule, the transition provision of the 2000 NFMA regulations, 36 C.F.R. §
219.35 (2004), acted as a placeholder, extending the 1982 regulations until the agency adopted
new regulations in 2005. Pursuant to the transition provision and as a practical matter, the 1982
regulations remained in effect for forest planning and thc 2000 Rule never was used. Further, the
1982 rnles ensure the diversity and viability of wildlife and fish and guide timber suitability
detenninations, among other important provisions, and planning staff are familiar with them.

This injunction against the use of the 2005 Rule now applies, and should continue to
apply, uationwide, including to the OW. While the OW has responded to the injunction by
placing the public aspects of the revision on hold, we understand that the OW is proceeding with
some internal analysis, including ecological analysis begun under the 2005 Rule and analysis of
comments and issues raised during the first round ofpublic meetings on the revision.

}\JC/SC Office: 200 West Franklin Street, Suite 330 .. Chapel HiU, NC 27516-2559 .. 919-967 -1450
GAlAL Office: The Candler Building" ] 27 Peachtree Street, Suite 605 '" Atlanta, GA 30303-1840 '" 404~521-9900

1DOW) recycled paper



To the extent that the ecological analysis is based upon the 2005 Rule, 36 C.F.R. §
219.10 (2005), and its implementing directives, such as its framework for ecosystem diversity
and management of species of interest and concern, it would violate the injunction. Staff should
take a fresh look at the ecological analysis to ensure that it is not constrained or directed by the
2005 Rule under which it was begun months ago. The GW may need to restart some aspects of
the analysis to avoid these improper constraints and to orient planning around the 1982
regulations, such as the requirement to manage fish and wildlife habitat "to maintain viable
popnlations of existing native and desired non-native vertebrate species" and to select
management indicator species and monitor their populations trends, 36 C.F.R. § 219.19 (1982).

Likewise, at the March 29, 2007, plan revision lDT meeting, staff were asked to draft
summaries ofpublic comments, focusing on how comments and issues related to the draft
Comprehensive Evaluation Report (CER). Now, gearing comment analysis towards the CER, a
component of the 2005 Rule, would violate the injtmction. To the extent that staff proceed with
comment analysis, they should now assess public comments independently from their
relationship to planning done under the 2005 Rule, such as the CER.

Regarding the Environmental Management System (EMS), the Citizens decision
specifically found that the adoption of the EMS requirement violated the APA, so any work on
the EMS also must cease.

Further, under NEPA, 42 U.S.C. § 4332(2)(C), and the 1982 NFMA regulations, 36
C.F.R. §§ 219.6, 219.10 (1982), and even under the 2000 regulations, 36 C.F.R. § 219.9(d)
(2000), the GW must prepare an Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) which analyzes a broad
range of reasonable management alternatives and their impacts. The GW should not attempt to
use the categorical exclusion (CE) for forest plans since it explicitly is based upon the agency's
conclusion that the 2005 Rule so changed the planning process and forest plans, making plans
merely aspirational strategies, that they conld be categorically excluded from NEPA
documentation. 71 Fed. Reg. 75481, 75484 (2006) (plan CE). It is noteworthy that, although the
planning CE was not part ofthe Citizens case, the court assumed that EISs must be prepared for
forest plans. Citizens, 2007 U.S. Dist. LEXIS 27419, *7-8 ("When the Secretary [of
Agriculture] develops these [forest] plans, the NFMA requires him to comply with NEPA, which
in turn encompasses a duty to prepare environmental impact statements ("ErS"). See 16 U.S.c. §
1604(g)(1 ).").

Similarly, under Section 7 ofthe ESA, 16 U.S.c. § 1536(a)(2), the GW now must consult
with the Fish and Wildlife Service (FWS) regarding the plan revision. The Washington Office's
July 3,2006, letter instructing the regions not to consult with FWS also relied on the 2005 Rule's
changes to forest plans. Now that the 2005 Rule has been thrown out, consultation with FWS is
required.!

The GW may need to go back to the drawing board on many issues in order to avoid any
use or influence of the 2005 Rule and to allow the NEPA process, the analysis in the EIS and
FWS consultation to shape the revision, rather than using them to justify decisions already made
internally. It is very important that the GW does not become entrenched in the preliminary draft
revised forest plan developed under the 2005 Rule and released for discussion in February 2007.

1 Please note that we disagreed with the Forest Service's conclusions and believe that even plans adopted lUlder the
2005 Rule require preparation of an EIS aud consultation with the FWS.
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Many aspects of this initial draft plan will need to change to meet the 1982 regulations and to
reflect the EIS, consultation with FWS and public input.

We understand the GW also is proceeding with the roadless inventory. The inventory
should be conducted in accordance with the 1982 regulation on the roadless inventory, 36 C.F.R.
§ 219.17, and should use the inventory directives in place prior to the adoption of the 2005 Rule,
rather than those revised as part of the 2005 overhaul of forest planning. Further, as we
explained in detail in our administrative appeals of the Jefferson National Forest plan and other
forest plans revised in 2004, the last roadless inventory in the Southern Appalachians was illegal
and inaccurate in numerous respects, including but by no means limited to:

• Exclusive focus on opportunities for "solitude" which ignored opportnnities for "a
primitive and unconfined type of recreation," despite the fact that The Wilderness Act, 16
U.S.C. § 1131(c), places both on an equal footing.

• Equating opportunities for solitude with a 2,500 acre "semi-primitive core" and using that
core as a screen.

• The Congressionally-discredited "sights and sounds" criteria.

• Failure to ground-truth inventory decisions.

We hope that the roadless inventory for the GW will not repeat these errors. Many of the
areas included in the Mountain Treasures of the George Washington National Forest, which we
provided in draft fonn to Ken Landgraf on February 7,2007, meet the roadless criteria and
should be added to the inventory and managed consistent with all other roadless areas.

Finally, we have many concerns with the draft CER and initial draft revised plan released
in February. We provide a few key, initial recommendations to guide forest planning when it
resumes and look forward to submitting more comprehensive comments on these and other
issues when it becomes clear when and how the revision will proceed.

• Manage all inventoried roadless areas, and all areas meeting roadless criteria, under the
reasonable protections of the 2001 Roadless Area Conservation Rule, 66 Fed. Reg. 3244
(2001).

• Make ample recommendations for new Wilderness Areas, to meet the growing demand
for backcountry-type recreation such as hiking, camping, hunting and fishing, to secnre
large tracts of intact wildlife habitat, to protect water quality, and to provide many other
important biological, scenic and cultural values. Nationally, an average of 18% of
National Forest lands are designated Wilderness. This provides a good frame of
reference for considering new designations on the GW, where currently only 4% is
designated Wilderness.

• Protect all other Virginia Mountain Treasure areas for backcountry recreation and similar
values.

• Survey the GW for existing old growth (similar surveys were performed on the Jefferson
National Forest for its plan revision), protect all existing old growth, and establish an old
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growth network which, at a minimum, meets Region 8's Guidance for Conserving and
Restoring Old-Growth Forest Communities on National Forests in the Southern Region
(June 1997).

• Designate as Special Biological Areas all areas recommended for such designation by the
Virginia Division of Natural Heritage.

• Identify watersheds which provide drinking water, support at-risk aquatic species and
brook trout, or need restoration, and adopt standards to protect and restore them.

• Consider adopting measures for scientifically supported restoration which is ecologically
appropriate for the GW. Such restoration should seek to reestablish natural, resilient,
self-sustaining conditions in areas otherwise degraded or unbalanced, in accordance with
thc article "A Citizens' Call for Ecological Restoration: Forest Restoration Principles
and Criteria," Ecological Restoration, Vol. 21, No. I (2003). The agency's land
acquisition records, which document the natural conditions and processes in the Southern
Appalachian forests and which were brought to light during the revision of the Jefferson
and other plans by a Cherokee National Forest employee, will be highly relevant to
identifying reference conditions prior to European settlement and the massive alteration
of the Southern Appalachians that followed, and to developing restoration goals.

• The draft CER and initial draft plan suggest broad-scale logging and burning to restore
and maintain "open woodlands," without providing scientific support for their natural
occurrence on the GW. The GW should re-evaluate the basis for this proposal and fully
consider its impacts.

Thank you for your consideration. We look forward to working with you and your staff
as you proceed down the plan revision path. Please feel free to contact us if you have any
questions.

Sincerely,

\. r ./){/. (;"
\/ N,f'-t4V v- I

David W. Carr, Jr.
Public Lands Project Leader

J;;~.~~
Sarah A. Francisco
Staff Attorney

Hugh Irwin
Conservation Plamler
Southern Appalachian Forest Coalition

Mary C. Krueger
Forest Policy Analyst
The Wilderness Society

cc: Kenneth Landgraf, GWNF
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SAVING TI-It LAST GHEAT PLACES ON EARTH

April 27, 2007

The Nature Conservancy in Virgit1ia
Allegheny J~-lighlands Program

He 1 Box 576
Warm Springs, VA 24484

tel [540] 839-3599

fax [540 ] 8J9J598,Jl1 0/::: .
oa'me.o,. ~)\'~{l r"" ii'

~f ", '¥
(1\0

Maureen Hyzer - Forest Supervisor
George Washington and Jefferson National Forests
5162 Valleypointe Parkway
Roanoke, VA 24019-0019

Dear Maureen,

The Nature Conservancy is a science-based organization dedicated to protecting the
diversity of our natural world. We have protected more than 117 million acres
worldwide, and more than 250,000 acres in Virginia. The Conservancy has completed a
science-based assessment of the Central Appalachian Forest Ecoregion, a planning unit
comprised of the Blue Ridge and Ridge and Valley provinces of Virginia, West Virginia,
Maryland, and Pennsylvania, which includes the entire George Washington National
Forest (GWNF). This assessment, developed in consultation with numerous scientific
experts and partner organizations including ecologists from the United States Forest
Service, identifies the lands and waters that constitute a set ofpriority conservation areas
essential for the maintenance of native biodiversity in the Central Appalachians.

Operating under the existing Master Memorandum ofUnderstanding (02-SMU-132000­
03) between the United States Forest Service and The Nature Conservancy, the
Conservancy has completed a preliminary analysis that identifies and summarizes
optimal management strategies for priority conservation areas found on the GWNF.
This science-based analysis has been guided by our existing Central Appalachian
Forest Ecoregional Plan and data, and has been conducted to support the Forest Service
and its mission to sustain ecological systems and species diversity.

Enclosed, please find written and digital copies of two documents that summarize key
results of our preliminary analysis of optimal ecological management strategies on the
GWNF. The first document summarizes our general recommendations for protecting and
managing significant species, natural communities, caves, and aquatic systems identified
in our Central Appalachian Forest Ecoregional Plan. The second document
summarizes our general recommendations for protecting and managing five large
contiguous areas of forest habitat that the Conservancy refers to as "Matrix Forests".
These five Matrix Forests are a high priority for conservation action as they represent
exceptional opportunities for sustaining functional forest ecosystems at a meaningful
landscape scale in western Virginia and eastern West Virginia. Their protection also
plays a critical role in sustaining the overall diversity of forest ecosystems in the Central
Appalachians.



As you know, we have provided digital copies ofour Central Appalachian Forest
Ecoregional Plan and the data supporting our analyses directly to your science staff in
Roanoke. It is our hope that this science-based infonnation will be useful to a wide range
of Forest Service staff including planners, scientists, and land managers. Please do not
re-distribute any ofour ecoregional data sets without written permission from the
Conservancy.

Also enclosed are the Conservancy's written comments and reactions to the Forest
Service's, "Draft Conservation Evaluation Report" for the George Washington National
Forest Plan Revision. We are encouraged by many of the report's recommendations,
particularly those pertaining to the expanded protection of Special Biological Areas,
Caves and Karst Features, Rare Species, and Riparian Zones. We would also like to see
the Forest Service increase its protection and management of Conservancy identified
Matrix Forests. Special designation of five diverse Matrix Forests will allow the George
Washington National Forest to make a lasting contribution to the protection ofnative
biodiversity in the Central Appalachians.

Across the United States, The Nature Conservancy and the United States Forest Service
are developing an exciting array ofjoint planning efforts, land management partnerships,
al1d unique initiatives. It is my hope that The Nature Conservancy and the George
Washington and Jefferson National Forests can work closely together in the years ahead
to conserve and sustain the incredible biological diversity found in western Virginia and
eastern West Virginia.

If you have any questions about our analyses and conclusions as they may relate to
specific management strategies on the GWNF or the current draft CER, please do not
hesitate in contacting me. The Conservancy looks forward to continuing our strong
partnership and expanding our collaboration and success. We will remain an active
participant throughout the George Washington National Forest plan revision process.

Sincerely,

&«dC~
Brad Kreps-Director
The Nature Conservancy
Allegheny Highlands Program
Warm Springs, VA

Cc: Dave Plunkett, Land Management Planning Specialist
Ken Landgraf, Land Management Planning Specialist
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George Washington National Forest

Biodiversity Management

Optimal USFS Management
of Nature Conservancy Standard Conservation Sites,

Priority Caves, and Significant Aquatic Systems

The Nature Conservancy (the Conservancy) is a science-based organization dedicated to
protecting the diversity of our natural world. To accomplish this ambitious mission, the
Conservancy works with a variety ofpartners and prioritizes its work through a multi-scale,
science-driven planning process known as Conservation by Design. As part of this approach,
The Conservancy has completed an assessment of the Central Appalachian Forest Ecoregion,
a planning unit comprised of the Blue Ridge and Ridge and Valley provinces of Virginia, West
Virginia, Maryland, and Pennsylvania, which includes the entire George Washington National
Forest (GWNF).

This assessment, developed in consultation with numerous experts and partner organizations
including ecologists from the GWNF, identifies the lands and waters that constitute a set of
priority conservation areas essential for the maintenance of this region's native biodiversity. A
complete description of how the Conservancy defines, identifies, prioritizes, and sets goals for
these conservation areas can be found in our Central Appalachian Forest Ecoregional Plan
(The Nature Conservancy, 2001)]. The Conservancy works in a collaborative fashion with
numerous partners including public agencies, private landowners, businesses, and local
communities to develop and implement a wide range of strategies aimed at protecting all priority
conservation areas identified in our planning process.

In the Central Appalachians, the GWNF is clearly one of our most important, expansive, and
ecologically diverse managed areas. Within the GWNF, Nature Conservancy scientists and
planners have identified a number of highly significant priority conservation areas (Figure 1).

1 The fIrst iteration Central Appalachian Forest Ecoregional Plan, completed in 200 I, did not examine and prioritize
aquatic systems. The Conservancy has more recently completed an initial roll-up of these sites (2006). For more
information on the methodology and results of our aquatic systems assessment, please coutact Gwyun Criehton
(gerichton@mc.org) at The Nature Conservancy in Virginia.
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George Washington N.F.

TNC ConselY<llion !\re<ls

Figure 1: Conservanc)' PIiorit~' Conservation Areas (in Pink)
And George Washington National Fore,i Limds (in Dark Green Hatch)

The 1.1 million acre GWNF provides habitat for an impressive diversity of native forest
ecosystems; healthy aquatic systems; unique cave features; and rare plants, animals, and
exemplary natural communities. Like the Conservancy, the United States Forest Service's
(USFS) mission includes a goal of sustaining ecological systems and species diversity. The
Conservancy has analyzed current (1993 Plan and Revisions) GWNF management prescriptions
to assess the status and describe the optimal management of Conservancy-identified conservation
areas found on the National Forest.

The following set of tables and accompanying text generally describe and compare current
versus optimal management scenarios on USFS lands that contain ecoregionally significant
terrestrial species, natural communities, caves, and aquatic systems. Based on our analysis, a set
of targeted management changes within these priority areas would significantly enhance the
GWNF's overall contribution to the conservation of biodiversity in the Central Appalachians2

'In addition to the effective management of these species and natural community targets, the Conservancy has
identified five priority Matrix Forests (genemlly >50,000 acres) on the GWNF. These larger forest areas contain a
wide array of characteristic forest types and both mre and representative species. Optimal ecological management in
these larger forest blocks is also critical to the maintenance of regional biodiversity. The Conservancy has
conducted a separdte analysis of these forest blocks and we have summarized our findings in a separdte document.
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Priority Terrestrial Species and Natural Communities

The GWNF contains a substantial portion of the terrestrial species and natural community
conservation targets prioritized by the Conservancy in the Central Appalachian Forest Ecoregion
(Table l). More than one-quarter of all priority species and community targets identified
in the Central Appalachians are found on the GWNF. With optimal management, the GWNF
has an incredible opportunity to make a lasting contribution to the diversity oflife found in this
Ecoregion.

Table 1. Comparison of the Diversity and Abundance of TNC Identified Species and Natural Community Conservation
TAN' IF' h C I A I h' E .argets mong atIOna orests III t e cntra '\.Dm' ftC Ian COrC!!lOn. ..

Target Species Occurrences of Percent nf Total
and Natural Percent of Total Target Species and Target
Communities Targets in Natural Communities Occurrences in

Management Area (Diversitv) Ecoregion (Abundance) Ecorecion
George Washington NID' 58 26.7'% 252 111.5%
Monongahela NF 33 15.2% 167 12.3%
Jefferson NF 37 17.1% 131 9.6%..

Other Managed Lands 87 40.1% 243 17.8%
Private Lands 153 70.5% 570 41.8%

Target species and natural communities identified by the Conservancy include a wide array of
both plants and animals existing at different spatial scales. A specific description and location
for each priority species and natural community target can be found in the Central Appalachian
Forest Ecoregional Plan (TNC, 2001). It is very difficult to summarize optimal management
conditions for such a diverse set of conservation targets. As a general rule, in the specific places
that provide supporting habitat for these target species and communities, optimal USFS
management would include: (a) protection from all incompatible human uses which would likely
include intensive timbering, mineral extraction, energy development, and road building, (b)
maintenance of native species composition, (c) maintenance of appropriate supporting ecological
processes, (d) habitat connectivity, and (e) effective species recruitment and population viability.

Many ofthese target species and natural communities are globally uncommon to rare, and thus
their specific location and spatial extent is highly sensitive information. By consulting directly
with The Nature Conservancy, the Virginia Department of Game and Inland Fisheries (VDGIF),
and the Virginia Department of Conservation and Recreation-Division ofNatural Heritage
(VADCR·DNH), the USFS can maintain a current understanding of the location, distribution,
and needs of these special conservation targets. Presently, the Conservancy estimates that only
47% of the target species and natural communities identified in our Central Appalachian
Forest Ecoregional Plan are being optimally managed as "Special Interest Areas- Biological"
(USFS Management Area 4). We suggest that the USFS should manage 100% of these target
species, natural communities, and supporting habitats under a biologically driven
management prescription such as "Special Interest Areas-Biological".
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Priority Caves and Karst Systems

According to our analysis of currently available data, the GWNF contains more than 13,000
acres of land that support the viability of ecoregionally important caves and karst systems (Table
2). In some cases, the GWNF contains cave openings and in other instances the USFS owns and
manages portions ofbiologically and hydrologically significant karst watersheds.

h GWNFAKII S' 'fiT bl 2 Ea e eoreglOna Iy I~I lcant arst reas on t e

USFS Acres
Embedded Cave Silecics and Community Targets

Karst Area \\cres on USFS
~igbland County Karst

[Virginia Big Eared BatsSystem i+/- 11.645 LlIO
'Hupmans Saltpetre Kal1,t

BatsSystem 300 16

Bursville Karst System 9200 9.4 Cave Invertebrates

Starr Chapel Karst System 1.503 U22 Cave Invertebrates

~indy Cove Karst System )3,000 10.061 BatsiCave Inve11ebrates
Allegllilny Couuty Karst
System +/- 1.156 605 Cave Invertebrates
CbiuUley RocksID1Y Run
Karst System 810 83 N/A

Totals !- 47,614 13,606.4 13

Individual karst areas may exhibit unique conditions, rare species, and sensitivities that warrant
very specific management approaches and attention. Generally speaking, optimal USFS
management would include: (a) restricted access at biologically significant cave entrances, (b)
protection of all known hibernacula sites with 1-2 mile forested buffers, (c) maintenance of
nutrient/organic input flows into karst systems, (d) maintenance of stable temperature, humidity,
and airflow in all caves, and (d) protection of water quality within all significant karst watersheds
by maintaining appropriate forested buffers around all streams and sinkholes.

Many of these priority karst areas contain sensitive and biologically important cave species and
thus their specific location and spatial extent is highly sensitive information. By consulting
directly with the Virginia Department of Game and Inland Fisheries and the Virginia and West
Virginia Divisions ofNatural Heritage, the USFS can maintain a current understanding of the
location, distribution, and needs of these important cave and karst areas. The Conservancy
strongly recommends that the USFS consult directly with cave biologists from these state
agencies to develop optimal management approaches in significant cave and karst areas
found on the GWNF.
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Priority Aquatic Systems

In early 2006, the Conservancy completed a science-driven prioritization of aquatic systems in
the Central Appalachians3 Through this process, we were able to identify a set ofhigh quality,
ecoregionally significant river/stream reaches and associated 2nd and 3'd order watersheds_
Importantly, the GWNF contains more than 480,000 acres ofIand that support the viability of
these important freshwater systems (Table 3, Figure 4). The management role of the GWNF is
particularly important in highly significant smaller to mid-sized freshwater systems such as
Laurel Fork, Passage Creek, and the Cowpasture River

h GWNF. STII3P" Aale 1'lOnt" ,qllatIc ,"stems on t e

Total Watc.."hed GWNF WatCl'Shed Acres (%
Target Reach V\cres Total)

aurel Fork 24.063 10.274 (43%)

Jackson River 101.165 25.410 (25%)

r:owpasture Rhlcr 296.931 132,391(44'Yo)

Middle James River :iA:iL973 77.258 (2%)

""ve River 126,935 28.655 (23%)

Shoemaker RiverlNFk Shenandoah lJ 7,165 )4.036 (55%)

Irassa,!!;e Creek 55.929 31.614(57%)

Dry RunlMuddy Crlc f/6.658 3.635 (57%)

S Fork Shenandoah River 555J)73 34.078 (6%)

Bin Levels Tributaries 13326 10,436 (78%)

Pedlar River 68340 24.865 (36%)

Totats 4,867,558 482,652 (l0%)

3 For more information on tile methodology and results of our aquatic systems assessment, please contact Gwynn
Crichton (gcrichton@tnc.org)atThe Nature Conservancy in Virginia.
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Figure 4. Slllltial Extent of P,iOlity and 3' Order WlItersheds (Yellow)
On the George Washington Nationlll Forest (DlIrl, Grcen).

In addition to possessing outstanding water quality, these priority aquatic systems contain a wide
array of embedded species targets that include but are not limited to globally rare fish and
freshwater mussels. Thus, individual reaches and watersheds may exhibit unique conditions and
sensitivities that warrant very specific management approaches and attention. Generally
speaking, within these watersheds optimal USFS management would include: (a) maintenance of
in-stream flows within range of natural variation, (b) habitat connectivity throughout system with
no impoundments or impediments to flow, (c) forested riparian buffers 300-1,000 feet in width
depending on species targets and topography, (d) physical habitat stability and diversity, (e)
minimum impervious cover, (f) sedimentation rates in equilibrium with target stream system, (g)
maintenance of the acid neutralizing capacity of cold water streams, (h) dissolved oxygen levels
> 7 ppm, and (i) effective recruitment of target fish and mussel species.

Conclusion

The extensive ownership and management capacity of the United States Forest Service within
the Central Appalachians makes the organization a central figure in a collective effort to
conserve regional biodiversity. Through the appropriate protection and management of both rare
and representative species, natural communities, and ecological systems, the George Washington
National Forest can make a tremendous contribution to biodiversity protection and management.
In this report, the Nature Conservancy has generally summarized optimal management
conditions for priority terrestrial species, natural communities, karst areas, and aquatic systems
identified through a rigorous, science-based assessment of the Central Appalachian Forest
Ecoregion. A careful comparison of our optimal management scenarios with the GWNF's
existing management prescriptions and strategies in specific target areas (as delineated in the
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Central Appalachian Forest Ecoregional Plan) should reveal a set of targeted management
changes that can more effectively conserve regional biodiversity,

Works Cited

The Nature Conservancy. Central Appalachian Forest Ecoregional Plan (1 >IT Iteration), 2001.

The Nature Conservancy. Freshwater Ecoregional Assessment (Forthcoming, 2006).
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Optimal United States Forest Service Management
In Priority Matrix Forests

The Nature Conservancy (rnC) is a science-based organization dedicated to protecting the
diversity ofour natural world. To accomplish this ambitious mission, the Conservancy works
with a variety of partners and prioritizes its work through a multi-scale, science-driven planning
process known as Conservation by Design. As part of this approach, The Conservancy has
completed an assessment of the Central Appalachian Forest Ecoregion, a planning unit
comprised of the Blue Ridge and Ridge and Valley provinces of Virginia, West Virginia,
Maryland, and Pennsylvania, which includes the entire George Washington National Forest
(GWNF). This assessment, developed in consultation with numerous experts and partner
organizations including biologists from the GWNF, identifies the lands and waters that constitute
a set ofpriority conservation areas essential for the maintenance of this region's native
biodiversity.

One important group ofpriority conservation areas identified by the Conservancy is known as
"Matrix Forests". Matrix Forests are large (typically greater than 50,000 acres and as large as
300,000 acres), contiguous blocks of native forest that include an array of characteristic forest
communities occurring across a range ofgeologic strata, soils, moisture regimes, topographic
positions, and landforms. Matrix Forests are important as "coarse filters" for the conservation of
most common species, wide-ranging fauna such as large herbivores, predators, and forest interior
birds. The size and natural condition of these forested ecosystems allow for the maintenance of
dynamic ecological processes, natural disturbance regimes, and meets the breeding requirements
of species associated with a diversity of forest habitats. The Conservancy has identified a set C?f
priority Matrix Forests that ifeffectively conserved, will help to sustain the range of
representative forest typesfound in the Central Appalachians. A more complete description of
how the Conservancy defines, identifies, prioritizes, and sets goals for Matrix Forests can be
found in our Central Appalachian Forest Ecoregional Plan (The Nature Conservancy, 2001).

The Conservancy works in a collaborative fashion with numerous partners including public
agencies, private landowners, businesses, and local communities to develop and implement a
wide range of strategies aimed at conserving Matrix Forests. Ideally, the full Jpatial extent ofall
priority Matrix Forests should be managedprimarilyfor biodiversity protection, long-term
ecological monitoring, and low-impact human use with the overall goals ofmaintainingforest
cover, habitat diversity, rare species, Significant natural communities, and water quality.
Practically, within each Matrix Forest, single or multiple "core biological areas" can be managed
primarily for biodiversity and the maintenance of natural processes while surrounding "multiple
use buffer areas" can be managed for a wider variety of biological, social, and economic values.

The GWNF contains large portions of five priority Matrix Forests that have been identified by
Conservancy scientists and partners (Figure 1). In support of the 2007 GWNF plan revision, the
Conservancy has analyzed current USFS management prescriptions within these five Matrix
Forests. Through our analysis, we have identified a specific set ofManagement Area changes
that will lead to more optimal conditions, from a landscape-scale ecological perspective.
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Figure 1 ConservlIncy Identified Mlltrix Forest Blocks (Outlined in Yellow) on
The George Washington NlItionlll Forest (DlIrk Green)

At a minimum, each Matrix Forest should contain one or multiple "core biological areas" of at
least 20,000 contiguous acres. Larger "core biological areas" are desirable wherever possible.
These cores should be designed to capture the full array ofunderlying landscape heterogeneity
(i.e. geology, elevation, landforms, topographic positions, etc.) found within each Matrix Forest.
For the purposes of our analysis, landscape heterogeneity is approximated through the
development of an integrated "Ecological Land Unit" (ELU) GIS data layer (Figure 2). For a
detailed description of how Conservancy scientists construct and interpret Ecological Land
Units, please refer to our Central Appalachian Ecoregional Plan (The Nature Conservancy,
2001 ).

Figure 2 WlInu Sfllings Mountllin MlItIix Forest ELU's

2



GWNF - Matrix Forest Management
Page 3 of 14

The following set of maps and accompanying text identify and generally describe ecologically
optimal management scenarios on USFS lands within priority Matrix Forests. Based on our
analyses, a set of targeted changes to current management prescriptions (followed by science­
driven, ecological land management appropriate to site conditions including the use of prescribed
fire, control of invasive species, small-scale restoration forestry, etc.) within these Matrix Forests
would significantly enhance the GWNF's overall contribution to the conservation of biodiversity
characteristic of forest ecosystems in the Central Appalachians l Again, the fundamental
strategy guiding our recommendations for optimal management within these Matrix Forests is
predicated on the establishment ofmultiple "core biological areas" which capture thefull
array ofunderlying landforms andpotential ecological conditions found within each Matrix
Forest

After developing the ELU layer for each Matrix Forest, to conduct our analysis, the Conservancy
generally classed existing GWNF Management Area prescriptions into three groups: (1)
biological management prescriptions (i.e. core biological), (2) multiple-use management
prescriptions (i.e. forest buffer areas), and (3) management prescriptions that are generally
incompatible with the conservation of biodiversity within the context ofMatrix Forest systems
(Table 1). To classify USFS Management Areas (MAs), we examined the existing GWNF plan
to gauge how each current MA generally addresses: (a) general protection and management of
native forest habitat, (b) prescribed fire and wildfire management, (c) pest management, (d)
natural resource extraction, (e) recreational use, (f) new road construction, (g) stream restoration,
and (g) wildlife/habitat improvement.

As the Conservancy develops a more specific understanding of the allowable range and intensity
of certain land uses within USFS MA types, we will adjust our "Biological", "Multiple-Use",
and "Incompatible" classes accordingly. We must emphasize that this document summarizes our
initial analysis. We hope to receive feedback from USFS staff and to make additional
refinements and improvements to our suggestions as the GWNF plan revision continues.

I It is important to note that other significant and more discrete components of native biodiversity fonnd on the
National Forest (i.e. rare species, unique natural communities, caves and karst, and freshwater systems) require
additional management strategies and protective measures which we address in a separate document.
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tAfGWNFMT hi 1 TNC I T I CI of!a e . mm assI IcatlOn 0 anal!emen reas
General TNC
Management

Management Area Type Class
MA 4 Special Interest Areas Bioloqical
MA 4 Research Natural Areas Biolooical

Multiple
MA 5 Sensitive Viewsheds Use/Buffer

Multiple
MA 6 Appalachian Trail Use/Buffer

Multiple
MA7 Scenic Corridors/Highland Scenic Tour Use/Buffer
MA8 WildernessNVilderness Study Bioloqical
MA9 Remote Highlands Bioloqical
MA10 Scenic/Recreational Rivers Bioloqical
MA11 ATV/ORV Routes Incompatible
MA12 Developed Recreation Areas Incompatible

Multiple
MA13 Dispersed Recreation Areas Use/Buffer

Multiple
MA14 Remote Habitat for Wildlife Use/Buffer

Multiple
MA15 Mosaics of Wildlife Habitat Use/Buffer

Multiple
MA16 Earlv Successional Forest for Wildlife Use/Buffer
MA17 Timber Emphasis Incompatible
MA18 Riparian Areas w/Ecoloqical Widths Biolooical
MA20 Admin Sites, Utility Corridors and
Communication Sites Incompatible
MA21 Special Manaqement Areas Biological

MUltiple
MA22 Small Game and Watchable Wildlife Use/Buffer

4
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Shenandoah Mountain and Laurel Fork Matrix Forests:

Shenandoah Mountain: The Conservancy estimates that currently 42.8% (103,559 acres) of all
USFS lands in this Matrix Forest are managed primarily for biodiversity values in a large and
contiguous core area (Figure 3). This is a very good management configuration.
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Figure 3: Biologieal (Dad' G.'een), Multiple U;-e (Light G.-een), and Incompatible (Red)
USFS Management Units within Sheuandoah Mountain and Laurel Fork

Matrix Forests

Our analyses ofEcological Land Unit types and the underlying diversity of topographic settings
within this Matrix Forest reveals that certain landscape settings and potential ecological
conditions are currently under-represented in the suite of lands managed primarily for biological
values (e.g. Mid to Low Elevation Dry Flat Acidic Shales). A set of targeted changes can
improve the overall protection ofbiodiversity (Figure 4).

Figure 4: Recommemled Managemeut Area changes (Puqlle)
to achieve a more olltimal mauagemeut eonditiou,
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To protect the full representation of potential ecological diversity (as estimated by Ecological
Land Units), particularly at lower elevations within the Shenandoah Mountain Matrix Forest, we
suggest that the USFS change its management approach on approximately 95,450 acres ofland
currently designated as MAs 13, 14, and 15. We recommend that these areas be designated as
MA 9, or another appropriate designation which places a primary emphasis on biological values.
This would result in a total of 199,009 acres (76.7%) ofUSFS land within the Shenandoah
Mountain Matrix Forest being managed as a "core biological area" and could set the stage for
one of the most ambitious and noteworthy ecological management efforts on the entire George
Washington National Forest (Figure 5).

INC Marrix Forest

Figure 5: More optimal management configurMion follOll'ing
adOjltion of TNC recommended changes.

Laurel Fork: We estimate that 97.6% (10,275 acres) of all USFS lands are currently managed
primarily for biodiversity values in a contiguous area (Figure 3). Assuming this optimal
management configuration is maintained, one possible means of enhancing biodiversity
protection would be for the GWNF to communicate closely with the adjacent Monongahela
National Forest (MNF) to identify compatible management scenarios across state and National
Forest boundaries. For example, the Monongahela National Forest is working with a range of
partners to restore native red spruce communities in high elevation areas near Laurel Fork. It
would be helpful if the GWNF pursued a similar initiative in Virginia. Through cooperation
with the MNF, it may be possible to expand a core biological area on public lands into West
Virginia. Additionally, the Conservancy is actively forming voluntary partnerships with other
private landowners in the Laurel Fork Matrix Forest to increase the total area conserved in this
remarkable place.
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Big Levels Matrix Forest:

Big Levels: We estimate that 74.6% (24,785 acres) of all USFS lands are currently being
managed primarily for biodiversity values in a contiguous area (Figure 6).

Figure 6: Biological (Dark Green), and Multiple Use (Light Green)
USFS Management Units within Big Levels Matrix Forest

Our analyses ofEcological Land Unit types and the underlying diversity of topographic settings
within this Matrix Forest reveals that certain landscape settings and potential ecological
conditions are currently under-represented in the suite oflands managed primarily for biological
values (Figure 7). In particular, most of the lower elevation Dry Flat Calcareous Forest currently
resides outside of all biologically oriented USFS management areas. Calcium rich forests are
extremely important places from a botanical standpoint and in fact, a number ofrare plants have
been documented within the calcium rich portions ofBig Levels.
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Figure 7: Big Levels Ecolol,,'ical Land Units
(Dry Flat Calcareons A,'eas in Green)
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To increase its protection of the full suite oflandscape settings and potential biodiversity within
Big Levels, a set of management changes should be adopted (Fi~,'ure 8). Specifically, we
recommend new biologically oriented Management Area designations (MA 4 is likely the most
appropriate in this case) in several calcareous flats and in a larger upland area currently
designated as MA 13.

R..""",,,,,,,""
M"''<1.",,,~~h,......,
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Figure 8: Recommended Management Area ehanges (Purple)
to achieve a mOl°C optimal management condition.

Adoption of these recommended changes would result in a total of 32,678 acres (98%) ofUSFS
land within the Big Levels Matrix Forest being managed as a contiguous "core biological area".
This represents a more optimal management configuration from an ecological perspective
(Figure 9).

oo:M 1.' \.02.'
.:~'_M;I~,

Figure 9: More optimal management configuration following
ado))tion of TNe recommended changes.
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Meadow Creek Mountain and Warm Springs Mountain Matrix Forest Blocks:

Evaluation of the current management status of these two Matrix Forests is improved by
considering and classifying additional land that is owned and managed by The Nature
Conservancy, the Virginia Department of Game and Inland Fisheries (VDGIF), and the Virginia
Department of Conservation and Recreation (VDCR-Douthat State Park) (Figures 10 and II).

"'''' " " 4"',,__.-.-.-c__M;'"

---"-

Figure 10: lJSFS, VDGIF, VDCR, and Conservancy
Lands within Meado'w Crceli Mountain and Warm Springs

Mountain Matlix Forest Blocks

M""ogom.nl COll1llallbili<;y
iMU, 'TNt Prioflty Matrix For."

INC MWix Forest

Figure 11: Classification of VDGIF, VDCR, Conservancy, and USFS lands
As Biological, Multiple Use, and Incompatible
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Warm Springs Mountain: We estimate that 17.8% (6,946 acres) of all USFS lands are currently
managed primarily for biodiversity values. Our analyses ofEcological Land Units and the
underlying diversity of topographic settings within this Matrix Forest reveal that certain
landscape settings and potential ecological conditions are currently under-represented in the suite
of lands managed primarily for biological values. Under-represented landscape settings include
lower elevation forest in general, and more specifically Dry Flat Acidic Shale Areas and Dry Flat
Calcareous Zones (Figure 2). Additionally, we note that the current configuration ofUSFS
Management Area designations misses an important opportunity to establish a management
linkage with a large neighboring landowner (the Conservancy). The Conservancy and the USFS
have an exceptional opportunity to jointly establish a "core biological area" on the crest ofWarrn
Springs Mountain and in the headwaters ofboth Wilson Creek and Mare Run. To achieve a
more optimal management configuration in the Warm Springs Mountain Matrix Forest, we
suggest several changes which are displayed in Figure 12.

R......._.
M>n"ll<m."'~I\>"I1'"

Mol ;, 'j 4-=-=-",·..._Mil"

Figure 12: Recommcnded Management Area changes (Pull)1e and Light Blue)
to achieve a more 0l)timal management condition.

First, we suggest a change in Management Area designations on approximately 14,569 acres
directly adjacent to and down-slope of the Conservancy's 7,000+ acre Warm Springs
Mountain Preserve. These lands are currently classed as MAs 14 and 15, but they would be
more appropriately classed as MA 9. This shift will support joint biodiversity management
efforts already underway by the Conservancy and USFS-Warm Springs Ranger District in this
area. Second, to expand a "core biological area" on Beards Mountain, it would be beneficial to
reclassify approximately 4,800 acres currently classed as MA 15 to a designation such as MA 9.
Lastly, we suggest shifting management in an approximately 3,000 acre area currently classed as
MA17 towards a less intensive multiple-use management prescription such as MA 15.
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Adoption ofthese recommended changes would result in a total of 45,203 acres (83.2%) of the
Warm Springs Mountain Matrix Forest being managed as a "core biological area". This
represents a more optimal management configuration from an ecological perspective (Figure 13).

"n.", , " 4

~ .~~~~- -- ~~- --~- ~-- -""
Figure 13: ImlJl'oved management configuration following

adolltioll of TNC recommended cbanges.

Meadow CreekMountain: We estimate that 26.3% (5,059 acres) of all USFS lands are currently
managed primarily for biodiversity values (Figure 11). To achieve a more optimal management
configuration, the George Washington National Forest should change a portion of the large area
southwest ofLake Moomaw from MA 13 to a more biologically oriented management
prescription such as MA 9 (Figure 12). This would create a larger contiguous "core biological
area" of more than 13,000 acres (Figure 13). This still does not meet the Conservancy's
recommended threshold of having at least one 20,000+ acre "core biological area" within the
Matrix Forest The Conservancy will seek partnerships with private landowners to explore
options for protecting additional core forest. Additionally, similar to the situation in Laurel Fork,
we recommend close communication between the GWNF and the adjacent Monongahela
National Forest There may be opportunities to establish joint biological management objectives
across state and National Forest boundaries.
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Additional Recommendations for Matrix Forest Management:

Along with specific shifts to the MA status of the areas mentioned above, the Conservancy also
maintains that a variety of "on-the-ground" management approaches within "core biological
areas" are necessary to ensure their viability. These management strategies may include but not
be limited to prescribed fire, invasive plant eradication, exotic pest and pathogen control, and
small-scale, ecologically-driven timber management. In all "core biological areas" resource
management to achieve biodiversity goals would be most effective if geared towards producing a
set ofdesiredfuture conditions that would include:

(l) Forest structural diversity, with at least three age classes present, including a late
successional forest age class (>150 years), specifically composed of a diversity older
species as appropriate to site conditions.

(2) A fire regime with severity, intensity, and frequency being a function of historical
occurrence of fire in the Central Appalachians as well as site specific conditions and
topographic position. On mid-slopes the fire return interval may be between two and
nine years; however, this may be highly variable across matrix blocks.

(3) A cycle of other natural disturbances such as ice and wind storms at recurring
intervals within the historical natural range of variability.

(4) Vigorous regeneration and recruitment of key canopy species including: oaks, pitch
pine, and table mountain pines. Lower recruitment and selection for thin-barked
species such as white pine, red maple, and other shade tolerant species.

(5) Favorable conditions for the regeneration of American chestnut.

(6) Reduction in ericaceous shrubs such as Rhododendron spp. and Kalmia latifolia
replaced by more frequent occurrence and distribution of native grasses, forbs, and
sedges in the forest understory.

(7) A herbaceous understory composed of characteristic native species with less than 5%
cover consisting of invasive, non-native species; and no new non-native, invasive
plant or animals introduced into the system.

(8) Standing dead snags and coarse woody debris (>50 cm dbh) in a density of 5-10 logs
per acre with roughly 8-10% cover ofwoody debris in all size classes per 400 meter­
squared plot.

(9) Soil organic matter and pit and mound topography well developed; soils remaining
productive in high elevation acidic areas.

(10) High elevation communities (esp. Red spruce) protected from wet deposition of
sulfur dioxide.
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Conclusion

The Conservancy posits that the maintenance of single or multiple "core biological areas" within
each Matrix Forest is one important strategy for sustaining and enhancing the long-term viability
of forest-dependent species and natural communities found on the George Washington National
Forest2 Establishment of these biological cores through the strategic clustering of contiguous
USFS Management Areas is a first and important step towards achieving the set ofdesiredfuture
conditions outlined in this general assessment. Once the clusters ofbiologically oriented
Management Areas have been created, the Conservancy suggests that the USFS take additional
action to designate each "core biological area" as a Special Area in the revised GWNF Plan.
These areas should be protected from incompatible human use as much as possible since they
represent some of the best interior forest habitat on the entire George Washington National
Forest. An even more ambitious approach would be to designate the full extent of all five Matrix
Forests as Special Areas with clear guidelines for minimizing negative impacts associated with a
variety ofhuman activities.

Due to their strategic selection as priorities for ecoregional-scale conservation in the
Central Appalachians, Matrix Forests and the designation of "core biological areas" within
these Matrix Forests should be a top priority in the GWNF plan revision. That said, it
should be noted that there are opportunities to establish additional "core biological areas" outside
of the five Matrix Forests identified by the Conservancy. Across the GWNF, by spatially
aggregating contiguous clusters of Wilderness, Wilderness Study, Remote Highlands, Special
Biological, and Inventoried Roadless Areas, the USFS can define and designate other "core
biological areas". Additionally, there is an opportunity to examine the spatial distribution of the
ten "old-growth types" mentioned in the existing GWNF plan and to incorporate patches of these
aging, late successional forest communities into "core biological areas" as well.

To remain viable, "core biological areas" will require varying levels of active ecological
management (though certainly there will be areas within these biological cores that are
essentially "un-managed") to achieve the suggested desired fnture conditions. It is also
critical to emphasize that these "core biological areas" can support a variety of low impact
recreation. We conclude that it would be beneficial for the USFS to conduct site-specific
conservation planning for each Matrix Forest to characterize current conditions, develop specific
management objectives and strategies (prescribed fire, invasive species control, recreation
planning, etc.), and establish monitoring protocols aimed at restoring lasting function and natural
diversity in these special areas. The adjacency of the Conservancy's Warm Springs Mountain
Preserve to USFS lands in the Warm Springs Mountain Matrix Forest makes that area an
excellent place to pilot a USFS/Conservancy planning and management partnership that could
serve as a model for other areas on the GWNF. Together, and with a range of other partners, we
can demonstrate the value of science-based forest management and restoration.

2 Again, it must be stressed that other significant and more spatially discrete compoueuts of native biodiversity
found on the National Forest (i.e. rare species, unique natmal communities, caves and karst, and freshwater systems)
will require additional management strategies and protective measures. Some of these elements of biodiversity will
be found as "embedded targets" within Matrix Forest blocks, while many others will exist in separate areas of the
National Forest. The Conservancy has summarized optimal management scenarios for these other biodiversity
elements in a separate document.
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George Washington National Forest
Draft Conservation Evaluation Report

Initial Reactions to Proposed Management Changes on the George Washington National
Forest as Summarized in the Draft Comprehensive Evaluation Report (2/15/07)

The Nature Conservancy (the Conservancy) is a science-based organization dedicated to
protecting the diversity of our natural world. We have protected more than 117 million acres
worldwide; including more than 250,000 acres in Virginia. The Conservancy has a long standing
and very positive working relationship with the United States Forest Service. We appreciate the
opportunity to submit our initial reactions to proposed management changes on the George
Washington National Forest (GWNF) as summarized in the draft Conservation Evaluation
Report (CER), published by the United States Forest Service on February 15, 2007.

The 1.1 million acre GWNF provides habitat for an impressive diversity of native forest
ecosystems; healthy aquatic systems; unique cave features; and rare plants, animals, and
exemplary natural communities. Like the Conservancy, the United States Forest Service's
(USFS) mission includes a goal of sustaining ecological systems and species diversity. Many of
the management changes proposed in the draft CER will advance the protection of significant
species, natural communities, and supporting ecological processes. In this document, we will
specifically recognize and (?ffer our support for these changes.

Additionally, the Conservancy recommends a set ofstrategic management changes that are
currently not reflected in the draft CER. We will summarize these recommendations, and
explain the ways in which they support the USFS's overall goal of ecological sustainability on
the George Washington National Forest.

For the sake of clarity, our reactions, comments, and suggestions are organized into the specific
Chapters and Sections used in the draft CER. We look forward to discussing our
recommendations in more detail as the George Washington National Forest plan revision
continues.



CHAPTER 3: EVALUATION OF EXISTING ISSUES

Issue I - Biodiversity

A. Fragmentation

We agree with the USFS assertion that forest fragmentation is, "a function of patch size,
isolation of patches, total reserve area, and linkages among patches." The Conservancy
applauds the USFS's sustained commitment to the protection oflarge, un-fragmented
blocks offorested land, mostly in later successional stages. In the eastern United States,
the best remaining opportunities for protecting and sustaining expansive blocks of mature
forest interior habitat mostly occur on public lands. The Conservancy also acknowledges
that early successional habitat and open woodlands are important elements in a landscape
mosaic ofhabitat conditions. We recognize that in some places on the George
Washington National Forest prescribed fire and timber management is needed to restore
open woodlands (e.g. Upland Oak Forests and Pine-Oak-Heath Woodlands).

The Conservancy supports, where ecologically appropriate, the USFS proposed
action for change that would add an objective for open woodland restoration.

In the effort to restore open woodlands, it is critical to recognize the importance of
identifYing and protecting the best opportunities for conserving high quality interior
forest habitat on the George Washington National Forest. The Conservancy has
conducted and submitted to the USFS a science-based analysis which has identified five
large "Matrix Forests" which contain some of the most outstanding and diverse interior
forest on the GWNF. These Matrix Forests are well described in an accompanying
document that is included with this report. In Matrix Forests, large (>1,500 acre burn
units) prescribed fires utilizing existing and natural fire breaks wherever possible should
be the preferred tool for creating a mosaic of open woodland conditions. Especially in
Matrix Forests, habitat management to achieve more open woodland conditions should
not be conducted in such a manner that leads to the establishment of new roads, extensive
new human created fire breaks, or other vectors for invasive species.

B. Old Growth

We strongly agree that old growth and late successional forests are an important
component ofbiodiversity on the George Washington National Forest and that the full
suite of old growth forest-types need special recognition, protection, and management.
Like the USFS, the Conservancy recognizes that fire is an important natural disturbance
shaping the structure and composition of many old growth types. Additionally, wind, ice,
native insects, disease, and landslide events are important natural processes that create a
mosaic of disturbance patterns and ultimately produce forest diversity.

It is important to recognize that a minimum age requirement should not be the only
criteria used for classifying mature and/or "old growth" stands and tracking late
successional conditions on the George Washington National Forest. Within the ten old
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growth types listed in the Draft CER and found in specific patches across the landscape,
USFS management should strive for a set ofdesiredfuture conditions that include but are
not limited to:

(I) Forest structural diversity, with multiple age classes present, including a dominant
late successional forest age class (>150 years), specifically composed ofa diversity
older species as appropriate to site conditions.

(2) A fire regime with severity, intensity, and frequency being a function of historical
occurrence of fire in the Central Appalachians as well as site specific conditions and
topographic position.

(3) A cycle of other natural disturbances such as ice and wind storms at recurring
intervals within the historical natural range of variability.

(4) Vigorous regeneration and recruitment of key canopy species.

(5) Favorable conditions for the regeneration of American chestnut.

(6) A herbaceous understory composed of characteristic native species with less than 5%
cover consisting of invasive, non-native species; and no new non-native, invasive
plant or animals introduced into the system.

(7) Standing dead snags and coarse woody debris (>50 cm dbh) in a density of 5-10 logs
per acre with roughly 8-10% cover ofwoody debris in all size classes per 400 meter­
squared plot.

(8) Soil organic matter and pit and mound topography well developed; soils remaining
productive in high elevation acidic areas.

In terms of specific proposed USFS management changes to existing Old Growth
forest types, the Conservancy pl'efers option C-l (rather than the proposed C-3),

We agree that timber harvesting should be restricted in old growth types 1, 2a, 2b,
2c, 5,10,22,24,25,28, and 37. We also agree that, given the wide distributiou and
abundance of the Dry Mesic Oak Type (type 21), it is reasonable to conduct a
modest level of timber harvesting within this type, However, prior to harvesting
timber from suitable acreage iu type 21, a stand level inventory for old-growth
characteristic should be conducted. Since there have been no official old growth
inventories done on the GWNF, it is important to conduct pre-harvest field based
assessments to eusure that uo unique values or areas exhibiting exceptional
couditions are unnecessarily impacted.
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There is a great opportunity to conduct further spatial analyses of old growth patches
found on the George Washington National Forest to determine if and how these patches
are distributed across existing USFS Management Area (MA) designations. When old
growth patches occur within MAs that do not emphasize late successional forest
management, we suggest that changes should be made and MA boundaries should be re­
drawn. When spatially aggregated with biologically driven MAs such as MAs 4, 9, 10,
18, and 21; as well as inventoried roadless areas, wilderness areas, and wilderness study
areas; these old growth patches can help tofarm spatially contiguous "core biological
areas" across the George Washington National Forest.

As we have discussed in an accompanying document that deals specifically with our
recommendations for the management of five Matrix Forests, for the purpose of
sustaining functional forest ecosystems across a variety oflandscape settings, the USFS
should designate and manage numerous "core biological areas" of at least 20,000 acres
(many should be much larger). Conservancy scientists and planners would welcome the
opportunity to collaborate with the USFS on conducting a GIS-driven analysis to identify
these potential "core biological areas". It would represent the foundation of a strong
conservation plan for the GWNF that would ensure the sustainability ofdiverse and
mature forest interior habitat, in multiple large patches, at a meaningful scale.

D. Riparian Areas

Maintaining healthy forested riparian zones is fundamental to sustaining ecological health
on the George Washington National Forest. Riparian areas contain an impressive
diversity of terrestrial and aquatic species and are essential to the maintenance ofwater
quality. We are pleased that springs, seeps, ponds, and wetlands are included as part of
the USFS guidelines for riparian area management and are protected from disturbance.

The Conservancy supports USFS ongoing efforts to meet its DesiredFuture Conditions
for aquatic habitats through practices such as: (I) the addition of large woody debris to
streams, (2) the installation of rock veins and other structures made of natural materials to
improve stream structure and habitat complexity, (3) the removal of rock gabions and
restoration of past hydrological modifications that did not incorporate natural stream
design elements, and (4) the planting oftrees to establish riparian forest buffers where
none currently exist, (5) the removal/movement ofroads to avoid streamside and
floodplain areas, and (6) the prevention of dispersed vehicle access and camping along
streams.

We agree it is a problem that under the current GWNF plan, riparian zones are designed
only with the protection ofwater quality and in-stream resources in mind. Scientists are
increasingly noting the importance of forest riparian zones for a host ofterrestrial species
such as birds and amphibians. These riparian dependent species need to be recognized
and managed for as well. It is also unfortunate that the current GWNF plan gives no
protection to intermittent streams with scoured widths less than 3 feet or to channeled
ephemeral streams. Intermittent and ephemeral channels are extremely important
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components of any hydrologic system and their integrity should be maintained with
protective buffers.

We are very pleased that the USFS recognizes the critical importance of maintaining
aquatic organism passage. Clearly, culverts at certain road crossings represent an
important barrier. We support the installation ofbottomless culverts wherever possible
and economically feasible.

In terms of proposed USFS management changes to Riparian Zones, the
Conservancy snpports option C-l, which will expand riparian management zone
widths and more effectively protect intermittent and channeled ephemeral streams.
We also offer the following suggestions:

We recommend that the portion of the USFS riparian management buffer that is extended
based on slope not only be considered a "vehicle exclusion zone", but that timber
harvesting also be restricted in these areas. We recognize that some level ofvegetation
management in these riparian zones may be desirable from time to time, especially in
situations where invasive species control is a priority, but that management should have a
clear ecological restoration purpose that is well defined and scientifically defensible.

Due to the well recognized importance of riparian areas, we also recommend that the
USFS further extend the width of its riparian management zones on the GWNF. For
perennial streams, we suggest riparian buffer widths of at least 300 feet!. This is
especially important in the case often stream reaches and associated 2nd and 3'd order
watersheds occurring on the GWNF which have been prioritized in the Conservancy's
Central Appalachian Aquatic Assessment (2006). These high quality aquatic systems
were identified by a team of experts (including qualified staff from the Virginia
Department of Conservation and Recreation-Division ofNatural Heritage, the Virginia
Department of Game and Inland Fisheries, the United States Forest Service, Virginia
Tech, and The Nature Conservancy) as being essential to the maintenance of overall
aquatic health and diversity in the Central Appalachians2

I For more information on the scientific research supporting the Conservancy's suggestion of 300 foot perennial
stream buffers, please contact Gwynn Crichton, Director of Stewardship, at the Conservancy's Virginia Field Office:
434-951-0571.
2 For more information on the Centrdl Appalachian Aquatic Assessment, please contact Gwynn Crichton, Director
of Stcwards1rip, at the Conservancy's Virginia Field Office: 434-951-0571.
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Table 1. Nature Conservancv Pdoritv Auuatic SYstems on the GWNF.

Total Watersbed GWNF Watershed Acres ('Yo
Target Reach Acres Total)

Laurel Fork 24.063 \0274 (43%)

Jackson River 101.165 25.410 (25%)

~owpasture River 96.931 132391(44%)

frve Ri,,"r 126,935 28.655 (23~~)

Shoemaker RiverlNFk Shenandoah \\7.\65 64.036 (55%)

iPassage Creek 55.929 31.614 (57%)

[)IY Run/Muddy eric 76.658 141,635 (57lJ'(,)

S Fork Shenandoah River 555.073 34.078 (6%)

Big Levels Tributaries \3326 10.436 (78%)

Pedlar River ,8.340 24.865 (36%)

In addition to establishing larger riparian management zones within these ten exceptional
watersheds, the Conservancy recommends that the USFS designate these drainage areas
with a Special Areas designation. A Special Areas designation could further protect
these high quality aquatic systems if that designation: (I) prohibits impoundments, (2)
prohibits water withdrawals, and (3) makes these watersheds a priority for ecological
stream restoration and scientific monitoring.

E. Management ofIndicator Species

The Conservancy generally agrees that in most cases management of the George
Washington National Forest has sustained and improved conditions for many Indicator
Species. We share the USFS concern for the general decline of fire-dependent "yellow
pine" natural communities.

The Conservancy strongly supports the specific USFS recommendations to: (1)
create a new Special Biological Area(s) to protect newly found occurrences of
eastern Tiger Salamander and (2) to increase the Prescribed Fire objective on the
GWNF to continue restoration ofthe Yellow Pine Community.

Again, we must emphasize our preference for burn units which, to the greatest extent
possible, utilize existing and natural fire breaks. Especially in the five Matrix Forests on
the GWNF which we have identified through a rigorous ecoregional planning process,
use ofprescribed fire should not be conducted in such a manner that leads to the
establishment of new roads, extensive new human created fire breaks, or the invasion of
exotic species.
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F. Threatened, Endangered, and Sensitive Species

The Conservancy strongly agrees that a newly revised GWNF plan should incorporate the
most current scientific information on these unique species.

The Conservancy strongly snpports the creation of new Special Biological Areas to
protect additional examples of the shale barren rockcress and the Northeastern
bulrush. We also support the proposed administrative change which would
delineate primary and secondary cave protection areas and correspondingly adopt
the Jefferson Plan's direction for these special areas.

Protecting unique caves, cave dependent species, and larger karst networks is a critical
component of an overall management strategy that is geared towards ecological
sustainability. Individual caves and karst areas may exhibit unique conditions, rare
species, and sensitivities that warrant very specific management approaches and
attention. Generally speaking, optimal USFS cave management would include: (a)
restricted access at biologically significant cave entrances, (b) protection of all known
hibernacula sites with 1-2 mile forested buffers, (c) maintenance of nutrient/organic input
flows into karst systems, (d) maintenance of stable temperature, humidity, and airflow in
all caves, and (d) protection of water quality within all significant karst watersheds by
maintaining appropriate forested buffers around all streams and sinkholes.

There is a great need to identifY significant karst watersheds supporting groundwater
quality and rare invertebrates both on and off the George Washington National Forests,
and to establish (within these karst basins) a set of management restrictions ensuring
consistent forested buffers around cave entrances, sinks, seeps, streams, and springs. We
suggest that the USFS work closely with karst experts from the Virginia and West
Virginia Departments of Conservation and Recreation-Division ofNatural Heritage to
maintain an accurate database of hydrologically significant karst basins. As they are
identified, these karst basins should be given a Special Areas designation and afforded
special protection.

G. Unique Natural Communities (Special Biological Areas)

From the standpoint of ecosystem sustainability and biodiversity management, the special
designation ofrare and unique species, natural communities, and supporting habitat is
absolutely critical. The Conservancy is pleased that the USFS continues to obtain and
incorporate the latest information on these species and communities into its management
prescriptions on the George Washington National Forest. In addition to information
provided by state natural heritage departments, the Conservancy also recommends that
the USFS review the Conservancy's Central Appalachian Ecoregional Plan which
provides science-based viability and representation goals for many of these same species
and communities.
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The Conservancy strongly supports the proposed expansion of 13 existing Special
Biological Areas and the designation of 83 new Special Biological Areas (SBAs).
Without viewing a map of these new areas, it isn't possible to determine if critical
natural habitat in the West Virginia portion ofthe GWNF has also been designated
for special protection. If the USFS hasn't already done so, the Conservancy
recommends consultation with the West Virginia Division ofNatural Heritage to
identify unique West Virginia species and habitat in need ofspecial recognition and
designation on the GWNF.

Although many of these Special Biological Areas are embedded in larger protected areas
such as Wilderness, the identification and special designation of these unique places
raises public awareness about the importance of conserving unique biological elements.
Identification and special designation also promotes sustained monitoring which may be
critical in SBAs that are threatened by invasive species or incompatible recreation.

The existing and proposed SBAs rightly elevate the protected status of important species,
and unique "small to large patch" natural communities. The Conservancy also strongly
recommends that the United States Forest Service create a Special Areas designation for
five "Matrix Forests" which intersect the GWNF and have been identified and selected as
priorities by Conservancy scientists and partners (including USFS scientists) in the
Central Appalachian Forest Ecoregional Plan (Figure 1). These five Matrix Forests,
which are described in more detail in an accompanying document, playa critical role in
the maintenance offorest diversity on the George Washington National forest and the
Central Appalachians. We suggest that they should be recognized as Special Areas and
buffered from incompatible uses such as utility corridors, road building, and natural
resource extraction. At a minimum, multiple 20,000+ acre "core biological areas" within
each Matrix Forest should be designated as Special Areas and afforded a high level of
protection from incompatible human use3

Fignre 1 Conservancy MlltriX Forest Bloel" (Outlined in Yellow) on
The George Washington National Forest (Dark Green)

3 For more specific Conservancy suggestions regarding the designation of"core biological areas" within each Matrix
Forest please refer to an accompanying docnment entitled, "Optimal United States Forest Management In Priority
Matrix Forests".
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Issue 2- Timber Management

C. Suitability

It is critical to look at the spatial arrangement and context of lands classed as "suitable for
timber management" across the GWNF. Some areas of the GWNF will lend themselves
to timber management better than others. In general the Conservancy prefers that remote
areas are buffered from active timber management. We suggest that the USFS manage
for timber in areas that are already accessible by an established road system.

Unless timber management is pursuant to a scientifically justified ecological
objective, the Conservancy recommends that Special Biological Areas, Riparian
Areas, Inventoried Roadless Areas, and "core biological areas" within Conservancy
identified Matrix Forests be classified as "generally unsuitable" for timber
management. These areas possess unique and outstanding natural features which
need to be bnffered from intensive timber management as much as possible. This
can be achieved without curtailing the stated USFS goal of managing 350,000­
370,000 acres for timber production.

E. Salvage

The Conservancy agrees that dying, dead, and damaged trees are an important component
of a functional forest ecosystem. As the forest continues to age, we can expect increasing
mortality. It is reasonable to set a goal of achieving a balance between the ecological
need to allow for natural forest decay with the socio-economic need to salvage high
quality timber products in the event of a disease outbreak or some other sudden forest
disturbance.

The Conservancy generally supports salvage timbering where it can be
accomplished without the creatiou of new roads, or other vectors for invasive
species and habitat fragmentation. However, we strongly recommend that salvage
harvesting be restricted in Special Biological Areas, Riparian Areas, Inventoried
Roadless Areas, and "core biological areas" within Conservancy identified Matrix
Forests. In these areas, salvage harvesting should only occur when pursuant to a
scientifically justified ecological restoration goal. Further, in these areas, we suggest
that salvage logging should be accomplished only along open road sytems or via
helicopter with no new road or landing construction.

Issue 5- Roadless Area Management

A. Existing Inventoried Roadless Areas

The 261,233 acres of inventoried roadless area on the George Washington National
Forest are essential to the maintenance of forest interior habitat. These roadless areas,
along with Special Biological Areas, Special Interest/Management Areas, Remote
Highlands, Wilderness, and Wilderness study areas should continue to be managed
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primarily for biological values. Wherever possible, these management areas should be
spatially aggregated and linked by designated corridors to protect multiple 20,000+ acre
"core biological areas" across the GWNF. Recognition and protection ofthese
aggregated "core biological areas" is essential for ecological sustainability on the GWNF.

The Conservancy generally snpports the USFS Proposal (C-3) to modify the existing
GWNF plan by creating a special Remote Backcountry area that includes Laurel
Fork, Big Schloss, Little River, all areas currently designated as MA 9, and all
remaining portions of inventoried roadless areas not currently designated as MA 9.
We suggest that management in these areas should follow the guidelines set forth in
the 2001 Roadless Rnle as they relate to road building and timbering. Further, we
recommend that to the extent possible, these areas be deemed "unsuitable" for
mineral development, ntility corridors, and other activities that would likely
fragment and impact these remote natural areas. We strongly support the USFS
intention to place the highest importance on biological values when a potential
management conflict occurs within an inventoried roadless area.

In addition to the areas proposed for inclusion in the new "Remote Backcountry Area",
the Conservancy also recommends that additional Management Areas within five
Conservancy identified Matrix Forests be given this new designation (ifit is adopted).
The details ofour specific Management Area recommendations are provided in an
accompanying document entitled, "Optimal United States Forest Service Management In
Priority Matrix Forests".

Issue 6- Special Management Areas

The Conservancy supports the USFS recommendation to adopt Jefferson National
Forest standard #FW-140 and enact a WFU policy on the George Washington
National Forest. It will not likely be possible to restore an appropriate fire regime
at an ecologically meaningful scale without this policy change.

Issue 8- Vegetation Manipulation

The Conservancy agrees with the USFS suggestion that an appropriate landscape scale
forest management strategy should focus on the protection of large tracts of mature forest
which contain within them a mosaic of different forest types and ages. As we have stated
in other sections of this document and in an accompanying document, the Conservancy
recommends that within larger tracts offorest, especially within five "Matrix Forests",
multiple "core biological areas" ofat least 20,000 acres should be managed primarily for
late successional characteristics and natural disturbance regimes. These "core biological
areas" can be imbedded in a much larger forest matrix that is managed for multiple use
values such as recreation, timber management, wildlife habitat, and natural forest cover.
The Conservancy generally supports the USFS change recommendation (C-l)
calling for the re-introduction of a blight-resistant American chestnut. The loss of
the American chestnut in the 1930's has had a tremendous impact on the ecology ofthe
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GWNF's and its return as a dominant canopy species would bode well for a range of
wildlife species.

Issue 9- Resource Sustainability

D. Water Quality

The Conservancy agrees that for monitoring purposes it is important to establish a series
of"reference watersheds" across ecological subsections of the GWNF. We support the
USFS recommendation (C-2) to designate five reference watersheds across the
ranger districts with the following suggestion:

On the Warm Springs Ranger District, along with Lost Run (or instead of it) we strongly
recommend that the USFS consider designating the Mare Run watershed as a reference
watershed. The Mare Run headwaters begin on the Conservancy's Warm Springs
Mountain Preserve and then flow into USFS lands lower in the watershed. The
Conservancy has been exploring opportunities with University of Virginia researchers for
establishing a permanent stream monitoring station on Mare Run. The designation of
Mare Run as a reference watershed could lead to a variety of interesting and productive
research partnerships between the Conservancy, the United States Forest Service, and
other partners. Additionally, the Conservancy and the Warm Springs District are
launching a major prescribed fire partnership on Warm Springs Mountain and will be
developing a comprehensive monitoring plan in this area (to include Mare Run). The
special designation of the Mare Run watershed would compliment monitoring activities
that will need to be put in motion by the Conservancy and USFS pursuant to our joint
ecological restoration efforts in the vicinity of Warm Springs Mountain.

G. Fire

The Conservancy strongly supports the USFS and its use of fire to restore a key
ecological process essential to forest health and diversity. There are indeed many places
on the GWNF where the current ecosystem condition has departed radically from historic
reference conditions (in terms of fire return intervals, vegetation structure and
composition).

Specifically, the Conservancy strongly supports the proposed USFS management
changes (C-l) which will (a) establish WFU as a suitable use on the entire George
Washington National Forest (acknowledging that the protection of life and property
remain the highest priorities), (b) increase the annnal prescribed fire objective to
15,000 acres, and (c) identify a forest-wide desired future condition of restoriug fire
adapted ecosystems to their historic range of variability in terms of fire frequency,
iutensity, and seasonality.
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Issue 10- Minerals and Energy

A. Federal Minerals

The exploration and development of leasable minerals is an important opportunity
provided by the GWNF. To protect critical elements of natural diversity and the best
examples of un-fragmented forest interior habitat, the Conservancy suggests that mineral
extraction be significantly restricted within all Wilderness, Wilderness Study Areas,
Remote Highlands, Inventoried Roadless Areas, and Special Biological Areas. Further,
we recommend that new mineral leases be avoided within five Conservancy identified
"Matrix Forests". While the development of mineral resources (in some cases) can be
conducted in an environmentally sensitive manner, the potential associated influx of
invasive species and additional fragmentation of forest habitat by new roads and
equipment will likely have a detrimental effect on the health of interior forest areas.

B. Groundwater and Karst

Protection of karst and groundwater features on the forest is of critical importance to the
maintenance ofwater quality and both common and rare subterranean species occurring
on and nearby the GWNF. The Conservancy strongly supports the protection of karst
areas through the "Special Biological Area" designation. We have discussed specific
recommendations for karst and cave protection in another section of this document
(Biodiversity-Section F).

The Conservancy supports the USFS recommendation (C-l) which would establish
a forestwide guideline to manage siguificant caves in accordance with the Cave
Resources Protection Act of 1988.

C. Private Mineral Rights on Federal Lands

It is very important to analyze the potential issues related to the exercise ofprivate
mineral rights on federal land across various GWNF management prescriptions.
Extraction of privately owned minerals will likely require the construction of new roads
and oil/gas pads. In places where private minerals are owned within a GWNF
management area prescription (such as Wilderness or Special Biological Area) that has
highly restrictive surface management guidelines, there may be conflicts between public
and private interests.

The Conservancy supports the USFS recommendation (C-l) to encourage private
mineral owners to implement all surface disturbing activities outside of riparian
areas. We also suggest that is should be a standard practice for the USFS to work
closely with private mineral owners to identify the least intrusive way to extract
private minerals by using existing roads and other infrastructure as much as
possible. Further, all relevant Best Mauagement Practices should be implemented
and mineral areas should be reclaimed to the highest standards established by
federal and state laws.
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E. Wind Energy Development

In recent years, several industrial wind energy facilities have been constructed on the
high elevation ridgelines of West Virginia, Maryland, and Pennsylvania. Currently, the
Central Appalachian region supports 7 active projects (approximately 120 turbines).
Additionally, 9 new projects have been approved by local governments and the number
ofplanned projects is estimated to be 444 (approximately 500 and 2,100 turbines,
respectively). Economists project that approximately 15,000 turbines will be needed to
meet Renewable Portfolio Standards established by MD, PA, and NJ5

, and in the near
term it is likely that some proportion of these will be constructed in the Central
Appalachians.

As noted in the draft CER, Highland County, Virginia approved a facility on private land
near Laurel Fork, and the Virginia State Corporation Commission is currently reviewing
an application to construct that facility (the first such application to come before the
Commission). The development of industrial scale wind energy facilities in the region
has been demonstrably contentious, and it is reasonable to assume that any proposals to
construct wind energy facilities on the George Washington National Forest will elicit
significant public attention. Consequently, the George Washington National Forest
Management Plan needs to establish clear guidelines for how potential wind energy
projects on public lands will be considered.

Nationally, The Nature Conservancy supports wind energy development when it is
appropriately sited. In Virginia, the Conservancy has articulated specific concerns
regarding the potential for conflict between development of wind energy, wildlife, and
wildlife habitat ~ namely, forest fragmentation, displacement of forest dependent species,
and direct mortality to bats, songbirds, and raptors. To avoid these impacts, the
Conservancy generally recommends that wind energy facilities not be constructed in
areas known to support extensive, intact forested habitats, rare threatened or endangered
species likely to be adversely affected by habitat conversion or fragmentation, or in
significant migratory corridors for birds or bats. The Conservancy acknowledges that
there is a lack of scientific consensus regarding the location and significance of migratory
corridors for birds and bats. However, we also note with particular concern that the
limited studies currently available clearly indicate that various species of migratory, tree­
roosting bats, including hoary, and eastern red bats, and Eastern pipistrelles, along with
silver-haired, little brown, and big brown bats are 1110St likely to be killed at wind energy
facilities in the Central Appalachians6

, and that inappropriately sited wind energy

4 Boone. 2006. "Wind Energy Application filed for Grid Interconncction Study within Mid-Atlantic Highland
Region ofPGM (PA. WV. MD. DC& VA)'". Viewed April 26. 2007. at
hllp:llwww.vawind.QrglassetslDocsIPJM windplant quere sUlllmary 073106.pdf
, Riposo. David. "Re-evaluating Winde Energy lndustrail Developmet in the Mid-Atlantic: Working Draft of the
U.S. Society of Ecological Economics". Viewed April 26, 2007, at Jillp:llw,"w.useee.orglPDFs/Working

PaperslRiposoReevaluatingwindencrgvMid-Atlantic. pdf
6 Kerns, Jessica, Erickson, W.P, Arnett, E.B. 2005. Chapter 2. "Bat And Bird Fatality At Wind Energy Facilities In
Pennsylvania And West Virginia." 1'1' 24-95 in E. B. Arnett, teclmical editor,
Relationships between bats and \vind turbines in Penns-vI-vania and West Virginia: an
assessment arbat fatality search protocols, patterns 9ffatalitv, and beh.~!yioral
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development may have the potential to cause reductions in populations of these species
already depressed from historic levels.

Option C-l is consistent with the Conservancy's recommendations that wind energy
facilities not be constructed in extensive forested areas and areas known to support
rare, threatened or endangered species. We note however that there are extensive
areas of unfragmented forest habitat that are not identified in Option C-l, including
inventoried and un-inventoried roadless areas, and Matrix Forests identified by The
Conservancy in consultation with USFS ecologists and other scientific experts
(described in detail in an accompanying document).

Given tbe ambiguity present in the currently available data regarding actual
impacts of wind energy facilities, siting guidelines alone will not ensure that wildlife
and wildlife habitat impacts are avoided. Rather, all wind energy facilities should
maintain monitoring programs adequate to enable ongoing assessment oftheir
impacts, and demonstrate compliance with legal requirements including the Federal
Endangered Species Act, the Bald and Golden Eagle Protection Act, and Forest Plan
Objectives.

The Nature Conservancy also suggests that USFS statements relating to the Rural
Development Desired Future Condition be clarified. Analyses by the staffof the
Virginia State Corporation Commission suggest that the primary economic benefit of
wind energy facilities to localities is from the generation of property tax revenue on the
installed turbines7 Given the controversy that generally has surrounded the development
of wind energy resources, claims ofeconomic benefit are likely to be contested by
opponents and the potential economic benefit of wind energy facilities on public lands
should be well understood and articulated by USFS officials.

Lvsue 11- Forest Pests and Invasive Species

The Nature Conservancy has identified non-native and invasive forest pests, pathogens,
and plants as one of the top threats to biological diversity in the United States and around
the world. Working at scale across a variety oflandscape settings, our Invasive Species
Initiative employs a five part strategy that includes prevention, early detection/rapid
response, restoration, research, and outreach. Nationally, the Conservancy has supported
the United States Forest Service and its efforts to control a range of pests and pathogens
including Asian Longhorned Beetles, Emerald Ash Borers, and Sudden Oak Death. In
Virginia, the Conservancy and other agency partners have formed the Virginia Invasive
Species Council to identify overarching strategies to prevent the invasion of new invasive
plants and pests in the Commonwealth. Locally, the Conservancy is actively controlling

interactions witil wind turbines. A final repo1t submitted to tile Bats and Wind Energv
Cooperative. Bat Conservation International. Austill. Texas, USA.
• Conunonwealtil of Virginia State Corporation Commission. October I. 2006. "Pre-filed Testimony of Mark K.
Cm·sley. Public Version". p. 5. Available at:
ilttp://docket.sec.5t?te.va.uS:SOSO/CvberDocs/LibraricslDelimlt Librarv/Conuuon/frameviewdsp.asp?doc~6531O&li
b-CASEWEBP%5FLIB&mi111etvp~application%2Fpdf&rendition~native
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invasive plants on its Warm Springs Mountain Preserve, which shares a thirteen mile
boundary with USFS lands in the GWNF-Warm Springs District.

We strongly support the USFS recommendation to establish broader overall
guidance and goals in the GWNF plan for preventing the introduction of new
invasive pests, pathogens, and plants. We support the continued focus on the gypsy
moth, but there is a great need to expand monitoring and intervention treatments of
other invasive species including but not limited to Hemlock Wooly Adelgid (Adelges
tsugae), Tree of Heaven (Ailanthus altissima), Japanese Barberry (Berberis
thunbergii), Garlic Mustard (Alliaria petiolata), Japanese Stiltgrass (Microstegium
vimineum), and Orieutal Bittersweet (Celastrus orbiculatus).

Due to cost and staff constraints, it will not be possible to control and eradicate these
species across the entire forest, but a high priority should be placed on the protection of
Special Biological Areas, Matrix Forests, Roadless Areas, and other unique and/or high
quality habitats on the GWNF. As mentioned, the Conservancy has established its Warm
Springs Mountain Preserve as a platform for controlling invasive species and we would
welcome the opportunity to establish a joint ecological restoration project centered on
Conservancy and USFS lands with the Warm Springs Mountain Matrix Forest.

Additionally, there are a myriad of other potential pests that may not currently be
present but will certainly threaten the GWNF at some point in the future (e.g.
Sudden Oak Death). We encourage the USFS to continue in its national, regional,
and forest level efforts to monitor and prevent the introduction of Sudden Oak
Death and other potentially devastating non-native species.

Issue I3- Mix ofGoods and Services

C Wildlife

The Conservancy acknowledges that early successional habitat and open woodlands are
important elements in a landscape mosaic of habitat conditions. In particular, these forest
conditions provide critical habitat for many species at some point in their yearly life cycle
needs. Timber management, prescribed fire, natural disturbances, and continued
maturation of the forest can all create patches of both early successional habitat and more
open mature woodland conditions. It is clear that to meet its goals of providing a range
ofhabitat components for a variety of forest-dependent species, the GWNF plan needs to
recognize the importance of early successional and open woodland habitats and to
establish clear management goals for maintaining these conditions at an appropriate
scale.

We support increasing the prescribed burn objective in MAs oriented towards
creating early successional habitat. We are also in favor of adding an objective for
open woodland restoration, and an objective for blight resistant American chestnut
restoration.

15



The Conservancy strongly recommends that within the five Matrix Forests we have
identified and described in an accompanying document, prior to combining MAs 14,
15,16,17 and 22 into one area, the USFS reclassify a subset of these Management
Areas to either MA 4, 9, or the newly suggested "Remote Backcountry" designation.
Our specific suggestions related to these Management Areas that warrant
reclassification are highlighted in the accompanying report entitled, "Optimal
United States Forest Management in Priority Matrix Forests".

D. Land Ownership

The Conservancy and the United States Forest Service have a long history ofworking
together to identifY and protect desirable forest interior tracts and rare species habitat.
Although the goals for land exchanges and acquisitions have not been met since 1993, the
general goals remain important. Additionally, though the Land and Water Conservation
Fund (LWCF) has not been a funding source for land acquisition on the GWNF, it is still
a viable source offunding and may be important to future acquisition efforts in critical
areas adjacent to or within the GWNF.

The Conservancy supports a change in language that states that exchanges and
acquisitions of land will be accomplished as funding is available. We do not suggest
removing reference to the Land and Water Conservation Fund as it may be an
important funding source in the future.
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April 25, 2007

Dear Forest Supervisor,

I am writing to give you my ideas and comments for the new forest plan. Please consider
my opinion in your official decisions. This letter is for the CER and for the plan revision
in general. I understand that the courts may throw out the CER process. I agree that the
CER is not sufficient and that an EIS should be done for the plan revision. Whatever
pans out, here are my comments, first in general and then specifically.

The spirit of management on the George Washington National Forest could use a change.
We have a real gift in Virginia Over a million acres of forested mountains, clean
streams, an astounding diversity of wild plants and animals, not to mention recreational,
educational, and spiritual renewing opportunities for millions of people. We no longer
need our National Forest for timber. We need it to escape from our busy lives and as a
relief from urban sprawl. The future of National Forest management should focus on
ecological restoration and providing for non-motorized recreation.

Our GW forest is more important ecologically now than it has ever been. Due to the
reality of private lands management (heavy logging for chip mills, fragmentation, sprawl,
water pollution), our GW forest is vital for the survival of many wildlife species and the
continuation of healthy ecosystems in our region.

Economically our National Forest is worth much standing than cut for timber. Forest
Service studies have shown that recreation contributes much more to the local economy
than logging (which often loses money), and logging threatens recreation.

The new forest plan can be much better than the last one. The future is in true ecological
restoration and non-motorized recreation.

My specific comments for the new forest plan,

-Define ecological restoration as the removal of roads, dams, and non-native species, also
include the reintroduction of extirpated species. Do not use logging and prescribed burns
as primary tools for restoration. Make ecological restoration a budgetary priority.

-Permanently protect all roadless areas from the 200I roadless rule regardless of national
politics.

-Create a system to incorporate the " Virginia Mountain Treasures" into permanent
roadless protection.

-Identify and permanently protect all old growth forest (all forest types). Work to create
counectivity between old growth stands. No more Hoover Creek timber sales.



-Fully protect all rare, threatened, and endangered species listed by the US Fish and
Wildlife Service and the Virginia Division of Natural Heritage.

-Change the road density standards by making them more strict not less strict than the
previous forest plan. These standards should be enforced and implemented.

-Decrease the cut. Decrease the acreage and board feet from current timber sale levels by
at least half.

-Cut back on prescribed bums. Allow lightning fires to bum in a controlled manner.

-Hemlock protection (from the wooly adelgid) and blight resistant Chestnut
reintroduction are great plans. Please make this happen.

-Create special biological areas for the Wood Turtle and all other areas recommended by
the Virginia Division ofNatural Heritage.

-Recognize that non-native invasive species are a big threat to the forest. Recognize that
logging has contributed to this problem more than it has helped. Identify all major
invasive species and create specific plans for the removal of each one.

-Locate managed wildlife habitats near existing early successional land uses, such as
adjacent private lands, and within previously cut areas to lessen the impacts of forest
fragmentation within public lands.

-Keep ATV trails at the edge ofthe forest and keep them to a minimum. Keep ATV
trails away from all rare and ecologically sensitive areas, and away from hiking trails.

-Don't build any more roads, permanent or temporary. Remove roads wherever possible.

-Study edge effect and the impact it has on a large part ofour forest.

•Identify all lightly roaded or mostly intact mature forest areas, old growth, uncommon
forest types, special biological areas, rare species locations, and intact watersheds,
drinking sources, and trail sites, and strictly protect them from all logging, road
construction, drilling, mining, grazing, and other development.

Thank you for considering my comments. I look forward to hearing from you.

Sincerely,

Michael Kruse

v-no 1;;..<\1)T
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COMMONWEALTH of VIRGINIA
L. Preston Bryant, Jr.

Secretary qrNatural Resources Department of Game and Inland Fisheries

April 17,2007

J. Carlton Conrter, III
Director

Ms. Maureen Hyzer, Forest Supervisor
George Washington and Jefferson National Forests
5162 Valleypointe Parkway
Roanoke, VA 24019

Dear Maureen:

The Virginia Department of Game and Inland Fisheries (VDGIF) has been a long-term
cooperator with both National Forests in Virginia, with a Cooperative Agreement dating
back to June 1938. Because of this long history and our interest in the wildlife resources
on the George Washington National Forest (GWNF), staff from our Wildlife, Fisheries,
and Wildlife Diversity Divisions have compiled the following comments in order to assist
the GWNF as you prepare to revise the existing Land and Resource Management Plan.

Attached is an Exccutive Summary document which was prepared for presentation to our
Board of Directors at their March 23, 2007 meeting. This document identifies the main
issues that we (VDGIF) feel need to be considered as the GWNF moves forward with
revision of the 1993 Revised Land and Resource Management Plan. I understand that at
the present time your plalming process in on hold as the Forest Service determines under
what regulations/rules you will proceed in revising the GWNF's managcment plan.
However, we wal1ted to offer these comments for the record.

We look forward to working closely with your staff to develop a revised management
plan in the future that meets the needs of the numerous wildlife resources found on the
George Washington National Forest, as well as providing for the recreational needs of
our constituents and citizens of Virginia who use the National Forests in Virginia.

Please feel free to contact me at P.O. Box 996, Verona, VA 24482 or by phone (540)
248-9360 if you have any questions or need further clarification of al1ything brought up
in our comments.

Sincerely yours

t()c\"J,-,.c(:s-<,:($!,.."­

Al Bourgeois
District Wildlife Biologist

4010 WEST BROAD STREET, P.O. BOX U104, RICHMOND, VA 23230-1104
(804) 367-1000 (VrrDD) Equal Opportunity Employment, Programs and Facilities FAX (804) 367,0405



Virginia Department of Game and Inland Fisheries Comments

George Washington National Forest Land and Resource Management Plan
March 27, 2007

Executive Summary:

The George Washington National Forest is the largest public land holding in the
Commonwealth with 1 million acres. The Virginia Department of Game and Inland Fisheries
(VDGIF) and the George Washington National Forest (GWNF) have cooperatively managed fish
and wildlife resources since 1938. The GWNF is important in providing recreational
opportunities for millions of citizens from across Virginia and forest habitat for many wildlife
species.

Reduction in active habitat management, mainly due to the lack of implementation of the
1993 GWNF Plan, has resulted in a predominantly mature forest. This shift towards an older age
class forest has resulted in a decline in early successional habitats and populations of wildlife
species associated with these habitats.

We request that the George Washington National Forest consider the following
recommendations during revision of their Land and Resource Management Plan:

• Implement a more balanced age class distribution of forest habitats. Habitats ranging trom
herbaceous openings to mature forests provide benefits for all wildlife species (e.g., both
those species of greatest conservation need and those of recreational demand).

• Promote or maintain a forest species composition with high value to wildlifc. A diverse
forest species composition is just as important to wildlife as a balanced age cla~s distribution,
particularly those that provide diverse hard and soft mast. Control and eradication of
invasive species should also be a priority.

• Implement active forest management practices (e.g., timber harvesting, prescribed fire,
herbicides) across a larger percentage of forested habitats to provide more diverse habitats
for all wildlife species.

• Protect and manage species and habitats of greatest conservation need, as recognized in the
Virginia Wildlife Action Plan.

• Incorporate goals and objectives of state, regional and national wildlife plans and directives
(e.g., Wildlife Action Plan, Virginia Bear Management Plan, Virginia Deer Management
Plan, Partners in Flight Bird Conservation Plans).

• Protect and manage riparian habitats and water quality. Comply with Virginia Best
Management Practices but retain flexibility to provide for a range of resource values.

• Manage roads to improve access for wildlife recreation and wildlife habitat management.



Introduction

The George Washington National Forest (GWNF) is the largest landowner in the
Commonwealth and is a critical player in helping the state manage and protcct its wildlife
resources. Virginia is dependent upon the GWNF implementing programs that help manage and
protect the diversity of wildlife in the state.

The 1993 GWNF Plan set the stage for how the Forest would be managed. A change in
the mission of the NF is identified to include not only watershed protection, but also
management of recrcation, wildlife habitat, and timber production. The 1993 Plan further states
a shift to ecosystem management where more elements are considered in decision making and
that these elements are considered at a broader range and scale. The management of ecosystems
serves the purpose of producing, restoring, or sustaining certain ecological conditions. To this
effect, the 1993 Plan created Management Areas, with specific Desired Future Conditions
(DFC), acreages, and locations to meet the broad ecosystem goals identified by Forest Service
staff, with input from the general public. The result was 18 Management Areas that provided
management direction for ecosystems from grassland to early succession (young forest) through
mature/old growth forest.

The 1993 GWNF Plan set the stage for the management of these ecosystems to provide
for a diversity of wildlife while protecting the most sensitive wildlife resources on the NF.
While the intent of the 1993 Plan was to move the GWNF toward desired future conditions,
implementation of the plan failed in several areas and yet excelled in others. The lack of active
forest management resulted in an increase of mature forest habitats. This increase benefited
wildlife species reqniring older forests, but was detrimental to the many wildlife species that are
dependent on young forests and herbaceous habitats.

Need for Change in the 1993 GWNF Revised Plan

Wildlife habitat management objectives should reflect wildlife importance. Habitat
management on the GWNF should have two primary objectives. The first focus of habitat
management should be geared toward species of greatest conservation need. There are several
documents and reports that identify "priority species" in need of conservation and management.
Of recent note is Virginia's Wildlife Action Plan (VWAP). The purpose of the VWAP plan was
to identify priority species, habitats, and management/conservation actions needed to maintain
viable populations in Virginia. In addition, the plan was developed as a guidance document fo~

all parties to use in their planning process as they develop wildlife conservation actions. To this
end we believe the GWNF plan should incorporate, to its best ability, the priority species,
habitats and conservation strategies identified in the plan. The second primary objective of
habitat management should be to provide for wildlife species that benefit recreational
opportunities including hunting, fishing, wildlife watching, and other outdoor recreational
demands. While these "demand species" (deer, grouse, turkey, bear, etc.) may not be considered
"priority species" from the perspective of low populations that need immediate management,
they can be considered "priority species" from the contribution they provide to the general
public. Habitat management for species of greatest conservation need is often compatible with
habitat mm1agement for demand species. Typically demm1d species have been studied over a
long time period and our knowledge of specific management conditions is well described.



Develop and maintain a more balanced forest age class distribution on the GWNF.
Scientific studies have shown that a diversity of vegetative stages, dispersed across the
landscape, is important for maintaining biological diversity and protecting forest health. The
GWNF should strive to develop and maintain balanced forest age classes, where this is
appropriate on the Forest. A more balanced forest age class distribution will improve habitat
conditions for wildlife species on the GWNF, especially those needing herbaceous (grass/forbs)
and early successional (young forest) habitat conditions, However, old growth forest stands are
an important part of the Appalachian ecosystem and are needed to maintain forest/biological
diversity and health, One goal for the Desired Future Condition on the GWNF would be to strive
for the following habitat percentages across the GWNF at all times: 3 to 5% in herbaceous
grass/forb habitat; 10% to 15% in early successional forest habitat (predominantly < I0 yeaTs
old); 15% to 20% in young forest habitat (predominantly 10 to 40 years old); 50 % to 60% in
mast producing habitat (predominantly 40 to 120 year old); and, 10% to 15% in old growth/late
successional (predominantly 120 plus years old) forest habitat, While we realize these are very
broad goals that will talee several decades to achieve, we feel the GWNF must have a long-range
direction for the Desired Future Condition of the Forest.

Promote a forest tree species composition with high value to wildlife. A diverse
forest species composition is just as important to wildlife as a balanced age class distribution.
Priorities in the revised GWNF Plan should include maintenance, restoration and regeneration of
plant species important to wildlife, particularly those that provide diverse hard and soft mast
(e,g" American chestnuts, acorns, grapes, berries), and control and eradication of invasive
species that provide little wildlife value and impede ecosystem management goals (e.g"
ailanthus, privet), 1ntervention is necessary to reverse the ongoing conversion from shade­
intolerant, fire-tolerant species (e,g" oak, hickory, yellow pine) to shade-tolerant, fire-intolerant
species (e,g" white pine, maple, beech), Although the latter tree species certainly have wildlife
value, their significant expansion at the expense of the former can be considered a net loss to
many wildlife species."

Create more early successional (young forest) habitat for wildlife species requiring
this habitat. Reduction in timber harvesting on the GWNF in recent years has resulted in the
GWNF becoming a predominantly mature forest. Nearly 40 % of the GWNF is over 100 years
old, with 88% of the Forest being over 70 years. This forest age class structure has significant
implications for wildlife populations, especially those species that require younger habitat
conditions, Less than 1% of the Forest is 10 years old or younger, while 3% is less than 20 years
old, Many wildlife species, which require this type of forest habitat, are in serious decline
(American woodcock, yellow-breasted chat, golden-winged warbler, prairie warbler, chestnut­
sided warbler, etc,), In addition, many other species that, while not significantly declining, are
found in low munbers (white-tailed deer, ruffed grouse, etc,) on the GWNF and would benefit
from an increase in tl1is habitat. The Desired Future Condition should be to have 10% to 15% of
the GWNF in early successional habitat,

Allow timber harvesting on more acres of the GWNF. Commercial timber harvesting
has long been recognized as a primary method by which wildlife habitat is created and
maintained in a forested landscape like the GWNF. The 1993 Plan significantly reduced the land
area available for commercial timber management (only 333,000 acres were available), In
contrast, the 1986 plan designated 640,166 acres of the GWNF as available for timber



harvesting. Also, the level of timber harvesting on the GWNF in 1993 was approximately 3,000
acres a year. Currently this level has dropped to about 800 acres a year, for many reasons. The
significant decrease in timber harvesting on the GWNF recent years has resulted in a substantial
reduction in early successional (young forest) habitat and has shifted the age structure to a more
mature forest. A level of timber harvesting in the new revised plan of between 4,000 to 5,000
acres per year will provide more young forest habitat. At 5,000 acres a year and a 100 year
rotation this would equate to treating 500,000 acres or half the GWNF in 100 years. All the
acreage within the old Management Areas 14, 15, 16, 17 and 22 on the GWNF should be
available for timber harvesting, prescribed burning and other habitat manipulation techniques.
This would result in 600,000 acres (57% of the GWNF) being available for wildlife habitat
management.

Use prescribed fire as a tool to create habitat on the GWNF. In reccnt years
prescribed burning has been recognized as a valuable technique for creating habitat in forested
landscapes. Historically, fire played an important part in the ecosystem of the Appalachians.
Prescribed burning should be promoted in the GWNF Plan revision as a technique for creating
wildlife habitat. However, although fire can and does create disturbance and result in changes in
habitat, prescribed burning does not create the same vegetative structure and habitat conditions
that timber harvesting creates. Recent studies have shown that fire is an effective tool in oak
regeneration, particularly when used along with certain timber harvesting regimes. Fire should
be used in conjunction with an active timber harvesting program to achieve the Desired Future
Condition for wildlife habitat on the GWNF. Age structure, stem density response, vegetative
species composition and other factors need to be considered when choosing the appropriate
vegetation manipulation technique. Guidelines for prescribed fire in the GWNF Plan revision
need to allow for burning under aggressive (hot) conditions in order to achieve desired habitat
results.

Protect unique habitats and Rare, Threatened & Endangered and Sensitive species
habitats on thc GWNF. The 1993 GWNF Plan successfully identified and protected unique
habitats found on the Forest (e.g., Special Interest/Research Natural Areas, Special Management
Areas). Continue to manage these areas to maintain their unique ecological values and
incorporate management options as new scientific research dictates. The 1993 Plan also did a
good job of managing for T & E, rare and sensitive or species of concern found on the GWNF
(Indiana bat, cow knob salamander, tiger salamander, wood turtle, James River Spiny Mussel,
etc.). Continue to manage habitat on the GVvNF to maintain and enhance these species on the
Forest.

Protect and manage riparian habitats and maintain water quality on the GWNF.
The riparian guidelines in the 1993 plan have been effective in protecting and maintaining
habitat and water quality. We recommend retaining these guidelines in the revision of the 1993
plan with modification to bring them into compliance with the Virginia BMP's. While
protection of riparian corridors and habitats along perennial, intermittent and channeled
ephemeral streams is critical for maintaining water quality there should be flexibility in the plan
to allow for management of these habitats to provide for a range of resourcc values. Riparian
management guidelines need to protect the riparian resource, while allowing for site-specific
managementto meet the needs of terrestrial riparian-dependent species.



Road management decisions should be guided by biological concerns and
recreational access needs. Limited disturbance of wildlife species dming the breeding, nesting
and brood rearing season is widely recognized as being cmcial to survival of many wildlife
species. Survival of young birds and animals is higher when they are not disturbed and/or
separated from adults during this period of growth and development. Look at road density issues
with the goal of seasonal closmes to protect wildlife during this critical time of the year.
Decisions on when roads are opened and closed should be consistent across the GWNF.
Recreational access to the GWNF for hunting, fishing, trapping, wildlife viewing, etc. is another
important consideration when deciding to open and close roads. Sportsmen use the GWNF
extensively throughout the fall and early winter for hunting, fishing and trapping. Review all
roads on every Ranger District with the respective natmal resource partners (VDGIF & WVA
DNR) to Jetelmine when and which roads will be opened and closed (give consideration to late
season hunting and fishing access). Development of temporary access roads for forest
management activities is important to achieve a diversity of wildlife habitats across the GWNF.
Construction of these roads should be kept to the minimum length necessary to meet
management objectives. These roads should be seeded to wildlife-friendly herbaceous cover and
closed to public vehicular use.

Incorporate new scientific research findings when developing management
guidelines. Chapter 3 of the 1993 Final Revised Land and Resource Management Plan lists
common standards and guidelines for the entire GWNF and for the various Management Areas
identified in the plan. Current scientific research and studies (Cooperative Alleghany Bear
Study, Appalachiau Cooperative Grouse Research Project, Turkey Population Dynamics Study,
Turkey Gobbler Study, and numerous songbird studies and surveys, etc.) on several wildlife
species has revealed new information, which needs to be incorporated in the GWNF plan
revision. Many of the standards and guidelines need to be modified or changed to include these
new findings in order to better meet the habitat needs of wildlife species found on the GWNF.

Incorporate goals and objectives of state, regional, and national wildlife plans and
directives into the revised GWNF Plan. Natmal resources agencies in Virginia have
collaborated to develop several plans that help guide and direct decisions for population and
habitat goals for different species. Since the GWNF is the largest public landholding in the
Commonwealth, its forested area (1 million acres) is critical in helping to achieve many of the
goals identified in these plans. The GWNF should cooperate with the Virginia Department of
Game and Inland Fisheries to meet habitat goals outlined in Virginia's 2006-2015 Draft Deer
Management Plan; Virginia's 2001 Bear Management Plan; and, Virginia's Wildlife Action
Plan. Two other national bird plans have identified hahitat needs (mature forest and early
successional forest habitat) for bird species in need of conservation. Incorporate habitat needs
identified in the Partners in Flight Conservation Plan: the Mid-Atlantic Ridge and Valley
(MARV) Plan and the Southern National Forest's Migratory and Resident Landbird
Conservation Strategy into the GWNF Plan revision. Other pertinent management plans should
be reviewed and applicable management strategies incorporated in the revised plan if they are
consistent with the management direction of the Forest Service.
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