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NH Timberland Owners Association


September 11, 2007
Mr. Paul F. Casey







Refuge Manager
Lake Umbagog National Wildlife Refuge

P.O. Box 240
North Errol, NH 03579
RE: Public Comment on Draft Comprehensive Conservation Plan
Dear Mr. Casey:

Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the Draft Comprehensive Conservation Plan and Environmental Impact Statement. Founded in 1911, the New Hampshire Timberland Owners Association (NHTOA) represents forest landowners and the forest products industry in New Hampshire. This sector of New Hampshire’s economy is vibrant and represents the third-largest sector of manufacturing in the Granite State. 

The forest products industry in New Hampshire employs over 10,000 people directly with an annual payroll of over $330 million. Timber growing in the area of the Umbagog area provides an important part of the raw material source for this industry, while providing wildlife habitat and many other benefits for citizens from NH and beyond. 
NHTOA has reviewed the Lake Umbagog Draft Comprehensive Conservation Plan and Environmental Impact Statement, dated June 2007. The materials provided suggest that a great deal of time and effort has been invested in designing a plan that provides for a balance of wildlife habitat conservation and public enjoyment. We commend the planning team for clearly written and well organized documents containing a complete catalog of resources in the refuge and well-documented effects of the alternatives presented.
After reviewing the draft plan, NHTOPA finds that we cannot support Alternative B, recommended by the planning team or Alternative C. That leaves us with no other choice than supporting Alternative A - Current Management. Our rational follows;
1. NHTOA is in support of the Refuge Complex Vision and Goals, but we feel it is unnecessary to acquire large holdings of surrounding land in fee simple ownership. We would agree that there are some key habitats that should be acquired, but most of this would be accomplished in the remaining acquisitions already covered in Alternative A. Additional, critical, habitats needed out side of the current refuge boarder would not be a large amount of acreage. The remaining supporting water sheds and upland landscapes can be protected by easements.
2. Easements could cover protection from development and require forest management activities as outlined in Appendix A, Forest Management Guidelines. This would include silvicultual practices BMPs, and road management.

3. Neighboring land owners would be more willing to sell an easement than their ownership. This could result in accomplishing conservation objectives in a shorter period of time.

4. Neighboring land owners would be less likely to conduct “liquidation or diameter limit” harvesting prior to selling the land. This would preserve better wildlife habitat and timber supply for the long term.
5. Most of these land owners have been associated with land and timber management in the past. They already have the resources or are connected with consultants that can provide the expertise to conduct silvicultual practices to accomplish habitat objectives. The Refuge would not have to employ foresters and technicians to inventory, plan, and carry out harvesting activities that support habitat needs. While some oversight of the easement agreements would be necessary, the refuge staff could concentrate primarily on managing wildlife populations, recreation and educational efforts.

6. Easements are less expensive than land acquisition and would be more acceptable to a wider range of Refuge supporters. Funding would be more readily available and cover more area per dollar invested, putting more area under protection in a shorter period of time.
7. Some landowners would be willing to donate all or a portion of the easement value for a future tax advantage. 

Again, thank you for the opportunity to comment on this well written plan. We urge you to move ahead with the effort but ask you to consider the benefits of working with easements rather than acquiring fee ownership.
Sincerely,

Steve Wingate
Program Director

