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Wings, Water and...Wheels?
Floating blinds expand the reach of mobility-impaired

hunters.

Many of us take for granted that we can
hop into a kayak and take to the water or
stroll effortlessly down a footpath. The
opportunities in the forest are endless
and are there for the choosing.

Few, if any of us, would argue that those
whose mobility is compromised might find
these same simple pleasures difficult or
discouraging, and might therefore tend to
leave the exploration of the great
outdoors to others.

But that's not so. In South Carolina a
growing number of mobility-impaired
recreationists are taking to the forests
with undaunted enthusiasm. Here,
hunting is huge, and for years both the
Francis Marion and Sumter national
forests have provided popular dove, deer
and turkey hunts as well as fishing
opportunities specifically tailored to
hunters who are wheelchair-bound or
otherwise mobility-impaired. 

Now for the first time, thanks to a
valuable partnership, a whole new
resource is opening for these avid
outdoorsmen. And it's a resource of which
the state has a gracious plenty: water.

The National Wild Turkey Foundation
(NWTF) Wheelin' Sportsmen awarded $13,000 to the Sumter National Forest's
Enoree Ranger District to fund the creation of floating duck blinds capable of
handling wheelchair-bound or otherwise mobility-impaired hunters at its Duncan
Creek Waterfowl Area. 
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The grant provided for materials and construction of the blinds by War Eagle
Boats, who contributed generously to the project by discounting their rates. The
Forest Service and the South Carolina Department of Natural Resources (SCDNR),
which assists in cooperatively maintaining wetland habitats on the forest,
provided additional funds to flood and plant the wetlands, and to complete the
loading platform, handrails and parking lot.

"This is great news," said Francis Marion and Sumter Wildlife Biologist Gary
Peters. "We held the first ever all-wheelchair-bound waterfowl hunts on public
lands in the state of South Carolina in December." The hunts took place at
Duncan Creek and nearby Clinton House, followed by another on December 17 at
the Tyger River Waterfowl Area, said Peters, and were co-sponsored by Forest
Service partners NWTF and Ducks Unlimited Green Wings.

The Forest Service worked with the SCDNR and local legislators to assure that
the area was open exclusively to mobility-impaired hunters for each of these
events. Each of the four blinds was prominently marked with an insignia to
highlight the NWTF contribution. 

Enoree District Ranger Beth LeMaster hopes these one-of-a-kind mobile hunting
events will serve as an inspiration for others to create similar opportunities
across the nation.

"We recognized that the four managed wetlands we have on the district were
difficult to near impossible to access for mobility-impaired hunters," said
LeMaster. A boardwalk constructed in 2007 by volunteers from the Crosby, North
Dakota Chapter of Wheelin' Sportsmen provides basic access for wheelchair-
bound visitors to a portion of the Duncan Creek area, she said, and is very well
received. "But not only do the floating blinds actually allow for mobility during a
hunt, they're portable, so they'll open access to other wetland areas in which no
boardwalk is available." 

And more to the point, said LeMaster, "actually being on the water is sure to be
lot more fun."

For more information contact Gwyn Ingram at 803-561-4007
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