Minutes of the Thetford Conservation Commission – March 23, 2011 at 7:15 PM

This focus of this meeting was a presentation by Ehrhard Frost regarding logging and invasives on town properties.
TCC members: Connie Snyder, Stephanie Carter, Bob Pulaski, Eric Pyle, Li Shen

Guests: Ehrhard Frost, Donn Downey, Tig Tillinghast, Casey Huling our new Selectboard liaison, arrived about 2/3 of the way through the meeting.

Controlling invasive plants on town parcels:

Ehrhard reckoned that $5,000 would be enough to treat 12-20 acres of invasive plants, depending on maturity and density.

According to Ehrhard's spreadsheet that he sent us in December 2010, the cost of all the invasives treatments in the management plan would total $170,950, excluding the Taylor parcel. Including the Taylor parcel it would be $207,925.

Tig agreed that roughly $208,000 would be needed over 15 years, or $13,800 per year.  He estimated that after spending the $5,000 from the town, over $8000 per year would be needed in timber revenues, just to cover invasive treatments.

Tig asked about future cutting in the years beyond those in Ehrhard's spreadsheet.  Ehrhard said that there could be cutting every 5-7 years.

On the subject of forest bird habitat, Ehrhard has recently worked with Audubon's Steve Hagenbuch, on another timbering project. Based on that project, he doesn't think our timbering plan will impact bird habitat on town lands, and may enhance it.  Donn agreed that the recommendations in the Audubon report were pretty standard, boilerplate, even.

Tig said that the town could set up a special reserve fund for town land management, similar to the capital reserve fund for buying road equipment.  It could be presented to the town as an asset investment.

Tig also brought up the Town Land Asset Policy and asked whether the parcels being discussed were the right parcels for the town to own in the future.  He wondered whether the town should sell these lands and invest in rarer habitats that come on the market to protect them.  This raises the question as to what the town's goals are in land ownership.  Tig said he is always looking at land that is up for sale in Thetford and has identified some large, undeveloped parcels in the NW section of town that would be good candidates for conservation.
Ehrhard added that all towns and governments should provide leadership roles in stewardship.

Regarding managing currently-owned town land, Donn asked what first steps should be taken, now that we have the $5,000 for management.  Ehrhard said that there are parts of Hughes West that have few invasives.  We should treat invasives in these areas, and at the same time harvest timber in invasive-free areas to raise funds for treating the worst (high priority) areas.

Stephanie asked what the timing would be between the second (follow-up) invasives treatment and timber harvesting.  At best it would be 2 years and in the worst case it would be 5 years.

Ehrhard discussed treatment options. He prefers basal bark treatment AKA chemical girdling. This uses Garlon (trichlopyr) in a mineral oil base that is sprayed in a band encircling the lower trunk.  It is more expensive than Roundup (Glyphosate) that is applied as a foliar spray, but it can be applied in the winter (if snow is shallow), late fall and spring.

Ehrhard said we need to put together a unit at Hughes that works.  Stand 4 (West) needs thinning and contains good grade timber. It should be cut as soon as possible.  Cutting timber will increase light on the forest floor and will cause invasive seedlings to grow. They will need to be hand-pulled.

Access to stand 4 West could be tricky.  Originally the log landing was in the open field (by the house) but we can't use that any more.  Part of the expense associated with timbering is building access roads and landings.

We need to consider whether we should open up PMNA to timber harvest. At the moment the forest there is all in reserve.  However, there is nothing overwhelmingly unique there (some rich sites, wetlands and streams) and the white pine there is quite good quality.

Tig wanted a longer range estimate of the revenue stream from timbering, so Donn could put together a revenue stream forecast.  He wanted estimates out to year 2040.  The estimates in the management plan go out to 2025. What is the scale of timber revenue?  Would it increase by 5% per year?  Does the town get a positive or negative return?

Tig wants to make a model like the one for the town capital equipment fund.  Ehrhard said that estimates get less accurate as you project further into the future.

Bob said that deer are a major threat to regeneration of oak and maple that would be harvested if we cut in Hughes section 4 West.  Ehrhard said that initial cuts would be low value wood.  High value wood will be left to grow and increase in value. Warm, dry sites tend to favor oak, rich sites sugar maple.  If one has thousands of young saplings per acre, deer won't eat them all.  But if they are in low numbers (as would grow in small patch cuts), then all would be lost to deer.  Large cuts also favor regeneration of greater diversity.

Ehrhard suggested a logging tour/stroll on his property to see the results of different logging practices. (After mud season in May or June.)

The forest reserve areas indicated on the maps in the Management Plan would be delineated by Ehrhard and/or Bill Stack when they lay out the area to be cut.  It would also be helpful if Nathan Pero could walk the Hughes parcel with Ehrhard so cultural sites like old wells and foundations could be marked.

Ehrhard will bill the town directly for laying out the logging and reserve areas, and for administration and supervision of the logging.  He recommends that we hire a logger with a forwarder, a machine that lifts the logs off the ground to move them, rather than a skidder that drags the logs along the ground, which is more damaging.  The logger handles the timber sales (and I believe he pays himself from those sales) and the receipts and remaining revenue go to the town.
Donn Downey said that at least for 2011 we should spend the full $5,000.  A capital fund might get set up in the future.

For this year we should treat invasives (on Hughes) where they are low.

------------------------------------
In an unrelated discussion, Li asked about the Town Trails Master Plan.  Tig said the $435,000 federal earmark for the plan is overseen at the state level by VTrans, a board of 13 people.  They will only allow inventories of critical habitat along the corridors where the Master Plan recommends putting trails.  20-30% of the earmark is for planning, the rest is for construction (I surmise.)

Ehrhard asked about getting owner permission for trails to cross private land.  Tig said that only the part of the trail that would actually be constructed under the earmark would need landowner permission.  Owner permission is not needed if they only plan to put a trail across someone's land. 

Contractors for the Master Plan are RSG from WRJ and Morton Trails.

Meeting was adjourned at 9.30pm.
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