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Comments on Proposal for Commercial Forest Management for Wildlife Habitat on the 
Canaan Valley National Wildlife Refuge 

We are writing in response to the proposed commercial forest management on the Canaan Valley 
National Wildlife Refuge (CVNRW). We believe that the proposal has significant legal 
problems.  Commercial logging is inconsistent with the purposes for which this wildlife refuge 
was created and the process of review fails to follow major federal environmental laws, 
including the National Environmental Policy Act (“NEPA”) and the Endangered Species Act 
(“ESA”).   

By way of background, Canaan Valley was designated a National Natural Landmark in 1974. 
The National Park Service citation indicates that the Valley is "a splendid 'museum' of 
Pleistocene habitats ... containing an aggregation of these habitats seldom found in the eastern 
United States. It is unique as a northern boreal relict community at this latitude by virtue of its 
size, elevation and diversity."  

Since 1994, almost 70% of the Valley has become the Canaan Valley National Wildlife Refuge, 
the nation's 500th National Wildlife Refuge. 

Signatories 

Friends of Blackwater (FOB) 

mailto:Ron_hollis@fws.gov


Friends of Blackwater (FOB) is a non-profit conservation organization working to protect 
biodiversity in the Mid-Atlantic Appalachian Highlands -- in particular, in the boreal forests and 
wetlands of the High Allegheny Mountains of West Virginia. 

 
During the past 20 years FOB has moved 5,850 acres of critical endangered species habitat into 
public ownership at Blackwater Falls State Park and in the Cheat Canyon. FOB has blocked 
timbering, gas drilling and road building in other critical habitat; and funded research and 
advocacy for the endangered Indiana bat, Virginia big-eared bat, Cheat Snail in the Cheat River 
Gorge, the Cheat Mountain salamander, and advocated for federal protections for the West 
Virginia northern flying squirrel, northern long-eared and little brown bats.  FOB has organized 
conferences on climate change in the Allegheny Highlands, published articles, and written a 
children’s curriculum on West Virginia endangered species. We have a members across West 
Virginia and in the surrounding states and work to protect the public lands used by our members. 
We have a Memorandum of Understanding to work with the Monongahela National Forest on 
improving water quality, maintaining hiking and biking trails and interpreting historic sites in 
Tucker County.  We have done similar trail work in Blackwater Falls State Park and collaborated 
with Tucker County and the Town of Hendricks to place roadside markers at historic sites. 
Because of our knowledge, our location near the Refuge and our connections across the 
conservation community in the state and region, Friends of Blackwater should be included in any 
subsequent discussions about any changes to the commercial logging proposal.    

We have met with the staff of the Canaan Valley National Wildlife Refuge on many occasions to 
discuss water quality issues, West Virginia northern flying squirrel monitoring, boating and trails 
and commented on past NEPA analysis of Refuge management. We were surprised to learn of 
the commercial logging proposal and disappointed in the public notice to comment put in the 
local paper. (See addendum) Because of the deficient public notice, conflicts between this new 
commercial logging proposal and the Comprehensive Conservation Plan (and previous NEPA 
documents for the Refuge) and other issues listed below we request that a full NEPA process 
including an Environmental Impact Statement, begin as soon as possible.  

 

Sierra Club, West Virginia Chapter 

The West Virginia Chapter of Sierra Club exists to support its members in their efforts to 
explore, enjoy, and protect the environment of our state, as well as the people that live here. 

Comments have been grouped by topic. 

Refuge Planning Process 

The Refuge’s 2011 Comprehensive Conservation Plan (CCP) went through the NEPA analysis 
process and was open to public comment. However, that plan did not discuss the use of 
commercial timber harvesting on Refuge land, and no compatibility determination was made for 
commercial timbering at the time the CCP was published. Commenters who provided feedback 
on the CCP were not made aware that commercial timber harvesting might be considered. 
Commercial timber harvesting was discussed in the separate 2017 Habitat Management Plan 



(HMP), but because that document was considered a step-down plan, it was not given the same 
kind of analysis and public outreach efforts required by NEPA that the CCP was given. 

Objective 3.2 of the CCP states that forest edge habitat management will be accomplished 
through group selection, patch cuts or clearcuts of up to 10-15 acres. The HMP uses the same 
figures for objective 3.2, with up to 10-15 acres cut annually for the life of the HMP. In contrast, 
the commercial timber harvesting proposed for this year is estimated at 30 to 40 acres, 
potentially more than twice as large as the highest annual timbering estimate listed in the CCP.  

The CCP does not contain much information on where timber harvesting is likely to take place, 
and it was not until the 2017 HMP that specific areas eligible for timbering were defined. 
Designation of specific locations slated for timbering makes a big difference to both 
environmental impact and public opinion, aggravating the fact that neither the HMP nor the 
current commercial logging plan was subject to a NEPA analysis process.  

The summary of impacts on upland habitats from silvicultural management in the CCP-related 
2011 Environmental Assessment explicitly acknowledges that timbering can “caus[e] adverse 
impact on, adjacent to, and downslope of the site as well as on access roads and skid trails”. 
(Chapter 4, page 4-47) The justification for choosing alternative B in the final CCP then states 
that rather than use heavy equipment, “the refuge would minimize adverse impacts by hand-
carrying in chainsaws to forest stands.” The commercial timbering proposed in August 2018 is 
not compatible with this plan.  

 

Focal Species 

The woodcock and field sparrow were both identified in as species that would benefit from early 
successional habitat created by commercial timbering Commercial Forest Management Plan 
PowerPoint presentation shown at the August 14th public meeting, and as such are treated as part 
of the justification for timbering.  

To this point, the field sparrow is considered a common species by the Cornell Lab of 
Ornithology, while the Audubon Society describes it as “widespread and abundant” in their 
digital field guide. Similarly, the woodcock is considered to be “reasonably common overall” by 
the American Audubon Society.  

The Canaan Valley National Wildlife Refuge is notable for its higher than average numbers of 
woodcock. The Refuge already hosts West Virginia’s largest concentration of woodcock and 
Wilson’s snipe, and has been noted for a large woodcock migration in the fall.  Past WVDNR 
estimates have been that the fall population of woodcock likely exceeds 2,200 individuals. 
Resident numbers of woodcock have been estimated at 450 individuals.  

Recent research found that the Canaan Valley still contains the largest amount of quality habitat 
in the state for woodcock (Steketee 2000), and the Refuge contains substantial singing ground 
habitat, foraging and breeding habitat. The state’s 3,168 acre Little Canaan Wildlife 
Management Area, right next to the CVNWR, is also habitat for woodcock.   



Given that the sparrow and woodcock species are common in the Refuge, possibly increasing 
their habitat is not a compelling rationale that would supports otherwise problematic commercial 
timbering.  In contrast, interior forest bird species such as the wood thrush and the black-throated 
blue warbler are threatened by forest fragmentation and would not benefit- and could potentially 
endure adverse effects - from edge habitat created by commercial timbering. 

In fact, cutting down the hardwood forest at the base of Cabin Mountain is clearly not necessary 
for woodcock to thrive, and could easily harm rare and listed species the Refuge is committed to 
protect. 

Additionally, the West Virginia northern flying squirrel (WVNFS) is identified as a focal species 
in the Refuge’s CCP and Habitat Management Plan. The CCP Appendix K under (9 - ESA) 
affirms protection for the Cheat Mountain salamander and the Indiana bat and states “the CCP 
also protects the recently delisted West Virginia northern flying squirrel. Our management 
actions are designed to preserve and improve the habitat for these species.” WVNFS have been 
observed on Cabin Mountain, at Snowy Point, and at Little Stone Coal Run (see attached) and is 
assumed to use habitat throughout the higher elevations of the Kelly-Elkins tract.  

The Habitat Management Plan notes that increased connectivity and an increase in late 
successional forest would benefit the WVNFS. The WVNFS has been found in Blackwater 
Canyon at elevations as low as 2,400 feet and could certainly be found at the elevation at base of 
Cabin Mountain in Canaan Valley if northern hardwoods were allowed to grow there.   

We are concerned that the Refuge has not adequately studied whether WVNFS uses the northern 
hardwood areas proposed for early successional management. If squirrels are moving between 
Snowy Point and other suitable habitat on the Refuge, the area in question may be used as a 
wildlife corridor and contribute to habitat connectivity. Commercial logging in these areas would 
eliminate their potential ability to benefit WVNFS. 

Northern flying squirrels use both the spruce forest and northern hardwood forest, and the 
WVNFS is treated as an indicator species for mixed the red spruce-northern hardwood forest, 
according to page 33 of the HMP. The CCP states that habitat modification may create a 
competitive advantage for the southern flying squirrel, suggesting that any logging that takes 
place near the red spruce-northern hardwood ecotone would create a disadvantage for the 
WVNFS.  The southern flying squirrel carries a parasite which does not affect it but may be 
deadly to the northern, creating problems when the two species share the same habitat. 

The WVNFS and other rare species like the listed Cheat Mountain Salamander need interior 
forest areas. Given that the Habitat Management Plan states that the plan to increase early 
successional habitat will result in “a loss in extent of overall forested habitat and a slight 
reduction in the extent of forest interior habitat” (pg. 87), the HMP does not show how it will 
avoid negative impacts on forest interior species. 

West Virginia Northern Flying Squirrels do not like to cross gaps, so habitat connectivity is 
important. Given the choice between a forested detour and crossing a clearcut, flying squirrels 
will choose the detour even when the distance is many times longer (Smith et al., 2013). Even 



clearcuts that are several years old and have young trees growing on them act as a barrier to the 
squirrels, suggesting that the impacts of any logging would be long-lasting. Studies suggest that 
removing even half of the trees from a given area has a negative impact on flying squirrels, so 
the even-aged commercial timbering management proposed could have a severe impact 
(Holloway et al., 2012).  

Impacts to Indiana and Northern Long-Eared bats also have not be adequately addressed, either 
procedurally or substantively. It is not stated whether mist net surveys were conducted to 
determine which areas are used by these listed bats, which is essential. The CCP states that bat 
surveys should be conducted in areas slated for early successional management before any 
timbering takes place. These species are federally protected and have been severely impacted by 
habitat loss and white nose syndrome. Bat surveys in West Virginia have demonstrated a steep 
decline in Indiana bats as a result of white nose syndrome, and while some species have begun to 
recover, Indiana bat populations were still affected as recently as 2017 (Stihler personal 
communication, 2017). A study cited in the federal recovery plan for the Indiana bat found that 
bats did not roost in areas that had been clearcut within the past 35 years, and that Indiana bats 
used land that had not been actively managed within the past 40 years roughly twice as often as 
would be expected based on availability (MacGregor et al., 1999), suggesting a preference for 
un-cut forest. The federal recovery plan suggests that timbering should not take place while bats 
are active, and that snags and potential roost trees should not be harvested (U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service, 2007). Learning more about the potential impact of commercial timbering on 
Indiana and Northern Long-Eared bats should be a top priority. Acoustic surveys should be 
followed by mist net surveys to insure that listed bats are identified and not harmed. No logging 
should be planned when the bats are not in hibernation from April through October. 

Long-term Impacts to forest recovery, trails, watersheds, species and project costs 

Using Middle Valley Trail to transport timber and equipment will result in a temporary loss of 
recreational access, and would alter the surface and quality of the trail. Although an individual 
timber job may only take a couple weeks, if multiple timber harvests are conducted using Middle 
Valley Trail as a logging haul road or skid road that could result in long-term changes to 
recreational access and the quality of the trail. Could Middle Valley be an access point for 
multiple timber harvests? The current plan does not address this issue, which would require 
additional public disclosure and analysis.  

In addition, multiple consecutive timber harvests within a watershed tend to have a negative 
cumulative impact. The current plan is silent as to preventing consecutive timber harvests within 
the same watershed. 

Even when timbering relies heavily on existing roads and abandoned logging roads/railroads to 
facilitate harvesting, it still reverses the natural process of regrowth and reclamation on the 
abandoned roads, which is identified as a priority in the Refuge’s management plans. Given that 
even in a non-active state old logging roads can have a negative impact on forest species, 
particularly sensitive ones like plethodontid salamanders, putting those roads back into active use 
would be a step in the wrong direction.  



The compatibility determination includes a chart of predicted yearly costs, totaling $12,000, 
which the text indicates are “outside of costs offset by timber sales receipts”. Considered over 
multiple years, this is a substantial amount of federal funds being spent on management activities 
that subsidize commercial timber harvesting on federal property. This subsidy is apparently 
arbitrary, and begs the question -- what is the cost threshold at which commercial timber 
management would be considered to be a bad investment for the Refuge?  If the timber activity 
requires daily supervision by a Refuge staffer, will another staffer be hired to fill in the gap? 

 

Climate Change and Air Quality 

Rising temperatures are happening in the Canaan Valley National Wildlife Refuge. As with the 
rest of West Virginia the mean average temperature in Canaan Valley is going up due to climate 
change. Based on data from 1957 to 2017, compiled and analyzed by David Lesher, West 
Virginia’s mean average temperature has risen 2.5 degrees since the 1960’s and Canaan Valley’s 
5-year running mean annual temperature has risen 3 degrees. (Citation to Lesher) 

This increase in temperature can threaten the high elevation ecology that the Refuge is meant to 
protect. In fact, climate change was identified as one of the leading threats to the rare and unique 
flora of Canaan Valley in a 2015 study (Bartgis et al.) There are many plants that are at the very 
southern edge of their range in Canaan Valley and will not be able to adapt to an increase in 
temperature. In addition, changes in temperature related to climate change are negatively 
impacting the threatened Cheat Mountain Salamander (Kroschel et al., 2014), a species that is 
particularly sensitive to temperature changes due to its narrow thermal niche and inability to 
disperse long distances (Byers and Norris, 2011). For these reasons, climate change mitigation 
and improvements to resiliency should be management priorities. A report by the West Virginia 
Division of Natural Resources suggested that protecting and restoring large blocks of 
unfragmented habitat and enhancing wildlife corridors would both be critical for dealing with the 
effects of climate change on sensitive species in the state (Byers and Norris, 2011).  

The Environmental Assessment conducted for the 2011 Comprehensive Conservation Plan 
(CCP) states: “Larger forest blocks on a landscape level will help create resistance and resiliency 
to possible effects of climate change, allowing the refuge to play a larger role in forest 
conservation in West Virginia”. This is from the section of Alternative B, Objective 2.2, and that 
section further elaborates on the importance of habitat connectivity and the potential for 
converting some early successional habitat to forest cover. This is directly counter to the current 
proposal, which aims to increase early successional habitat at the expense of overall forest cover. 
The proposal is not compatible with Objective 2.2. We understand that the areas being timbered 
are largely located towards the edge of forested areas, and are less mature than some other areas 
in the Refuge. However, these forests will never get the chance to mature and become part of a 
continuous forested landscape if they are always being returned to early successional condition 
through active management.  

Increasing the presence of the mature forest by foregoing cutting and emphasizing natural 
regrowth was also predicted to improve the forest’s ability to act as a carbon sink. (Chapter 4, pg. 



4-7). In general, recent research has found that mature forests are more effective carbon sinks 
than originally thought. Complex, multi-species forests left in natural condition are better at 
sequestering carbon than would be predicted by extrapolating from individual trees or even-aged 
stands, suggesting that forests formed by natural ecosystem progression may outperform 
intensively managed stands as a carbon sink (Carey et al., 2001).  

Managing for historic habitats and allowing field, shrub and edge areas to grow back into true 
forest would “provide increased long-term benefits to air quality” according to the description of 
Alternative D in the Environmental Assessment. There is strong evidence that trees are beneficial 
for improving air quality and filtering out a variety of pollutants, including particulate matter, 
nitrogen dioxide, sulfur dioxide and ozone (Nowak et al., 2006).  

 

Wilderness 

At the time of the CCP, a wilderness review was conducted (Appendix C) which concluded that 
there were two sections of the Refuge that had potential to become wilderness areas, based on 
their size, naturalness, solitude, primitive recreation potential, and other characteristics. The 
conclusion of this initial wilderness review was that further study was needed on the two 
potential wilderness areas, identified as WIA7 and WIA10. It appears that the area slated for 
timbering this year may fall within WIA7, so commercial timbering would be impacting an area 
identified as having potential wilderness characteristics. There is no evidence of a review done 
and a decision made, which must be addressed before a plan for commercial logging is adopted. 

 

Timbering Methods 

At the public meeting, clearcutting was mentioned as a possible technique for creating early 
successional habitat. Clearcutting is a controversial method of timbering that is likely to be 
visually unappealing for visitors. In addition, the compatibility determination notes that 
clearcutting is associated with elevated risk of nutrient leaching, which can lead to the 
impairment of nearby waterways. We do not believe that clearcutting is compatible with Refuge 
goals. 

There are many alternative timber management options which could be pursued, such as smaller 
patch cuts, uneven-aged management, or shelterwood cutting. Small forest gaps have been found 
to be useful foraging habitats for passerine birds, so decreasing the size of the cut areas would 
not necessarily mean giving up habitat benefits (Champlin et al., 2009). Alternatively, areas that 
are put in two-age management show less of a reduction in invertebrate life than clearcut areas, 
and nestling survival rates for forest songbirds are higher in forests under two-age management 
than in clearcut areas (Dugway et al, 2000). Clearcuts raise the temperature of the soil and add to 
negative climate change impacts. 

Even some advocates for early successional habitat are cautious about using timbering as a 
management tool, and suggest that managers should primarily rely on natural disturbances to 



create early successional habitat, with variable retention harvesting (retention of snags, logs, live 
trees, and other structures) only used when absolutely necessary (Swanson et al., 2010). 

 

Invasive Species 

Truck traffic and environmental disturbance are often associated with an increase in invasive 
species. The alteration in habitat conditions created by logging and associated traffic can increase 
the risk of invasive species, as can the removal of native species involved in timbering. Studies 
have demonstrated that Japanese stiltgrass in particular spreads rapidly along roads, even in the 
absence of other major disturbances (Mortensen et al., 2009). Other invasive species show the 
same correlation – bittersweet vines are more abundant in areas that have been logged than areas 
that haven’t been logged, and have an especially strong correlation with logging roads (Webster 
et al., 2006). In addition, sites that are allowed to remain forest continuously are less vulnerable 
than areas where the ecosystem type has changed from forested to commercial management. We 
urge you to strongly consider the risk of invasive species and the potential impact on Refuge 
ecosystems in any evaluating timbering proposals.  “Since mowing, road maintenance, and 
timber harvesting equipment can rapidly spread stiltgrass, it is imperative that equipment is 
inspected and cleaned on a regular basis. Require loggers and other contractors to sanitize 
equipment prior to moving on to your property. Care should be taken to prevent movement of 
any above-ground plant parts.”  (Apsley) The Refuge needs to disclose and analyze how staff 
will oversee cleaning of logging equipment to prevent the spread of stiltgrass. This invasive 
species is already found on A-Frame Road, the site where log trucks will enter the Refuge. 

 

Historical Precedent 

While some ecosystem types historically experienced frequent disturbances and therefore had a 
high proportion of early successional habitat, this is not thought to have been the case for 
northern hardwood forests, particularly those on interior uplands. In fact, northern hardwood 
forests in the interior Allegheny Plateau and Appalachian Mountain regions likely had very 
infrequent stand-replacing disturbances, with a rotation period of hundreds of years (Lorimer and 
White, 2003). The early successional management proposed therefore may involve much more 
frequent disturbances than would have historically been typical for the region. Although there 
has been concern about the decline in early successional habitat in recent years, there is a great 
deal of variation between different regions and states. For instance, steep declines in early 
successional habitat have occurred along the east coast, while the proportion of early 
successional habitat in many of the interior Mid-Atlantic States is still near the estimated 
historical baseline (Brooks, 2003).  

Going from the larger trends down to the particular history of Canaan Valley, most records 
indicate that the pre-settlement ecosystems were dominated by spruce forests and rhododendron 
thickets. The areas was noted for its dense forests, which made travel across the valley floor 
difficult for early settlers. While the extent of northern hardwood forests did increase in Canaan 



Valley through the mid to late 1900s, so did shrub thickets, while old field habitats showed little 
successional change (Fortney and Rentch, 2003). Whether or not the original species 
composition can ever be restored, it would seem that the trend towards increased forest is in line 
with historic conditions.  

 

Soil Issues 

Best management practices can reduce the negative impacts of logging, but do not eliminate 
issues with runoff and sedimentation. Even using West Virginia BMPs, timbering can still 
elevate dissolved sediments in nearby waterways for several years, as well as increasing run-off 
during heavy rain events (Kochenderfer, 1997).  

Soil compaction from logging equipment and removal of organic material can have a negative 
impact on soil productivity. The decrease in soil productivity is likely due to the disruption of 
bacterial and fungal communities that play an important role in sub-surface nutrient cycling and 
form symbiotic relationships with plants (Hartman et al., 2012). This loss in soil productivity can 
in turn slow regeneration in areas where timbering has taken place. 

Soil compaction also impedes plant root growth, both because dense soil is difficult for roots to 
penetrate and because the compression of macrospores in the soil negatively impacts aeration 
and drainage (Hartman et al, 2012). A measurable degree of soil compaction can occur after a 
single pass by heavy logging equipment (Williamson and Neilson, 2000), and we would 
therefore urge that the use of such equipment be minimized or eliminated when possible. Less 
use of heavy equipment could also reduce the potential for damage to non-target trees, since 
skidders have been known to cause tree scarring (Miller et al., 1994; Smith et al., 1994).    

The degree to which soil is vulnerable to erosion and compaction varies based on the site 
conditions and type of soil . However, the Refuge’s compatibility determinations suggest that 
there are sensitive soil types present that could warrant additional protections. The compatibility 
determinations for hunting, fishing, and wildlife viewing all note that the Mauch Chunk-derived 
soils found in the refuge are particularly vulnerable to erosion if vegetation has been removed, 
and that they experience accelerated run-off and erosion if compacted.  

This risk was considered significant enough to justify restricting foot travel, including not 
allowing most recreationalists to leave established trails.  Ignoring this serious 
environmental risk in the case of commercial timbering would violate the Refuge’s duties 
under the National Environmental Policy Act.  

Other Comments 

At the public meeting, Refuge staff stated that they hoped to complete the first commercial 
timber harvest before winter. However, the compatibility determination states that “timber 
harvesting will largely occur during winter months” to reduce soil impacts. This inconsistency is 
another defect in the plan for this year’s commercial timbering. 



Glade Run and Sand Run were both found to have some potential wild and scenic qualities as 
part of the Wild and Scenic Rivers assessment. The determination makes no mention of steps to 
safeguard those qualities if  timbering is taking place within the watershed. 

Please contact about your next steps towards NEPA compliance. 

 

       Thank you for the opportunity to comment.                                                                

                                                                                           

 

                                                                      Judith Rodd, Director of Friends of Blackwater 
                                                                      571 Douglas Road/PO Box 247,  
                                                                      Thomas, WV 26292 
                                                                      info@saveblackwater.org  Phone: 304-345-7663 
 

                                                                      Justin Raines, Sierra Club WV Chapter Chair  
                          PO Box 4142, Morgantown WV 26504  
                                                304-532-3520 (cell)      
                                                                       justinraineswv@gmail.com    
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Addendum: 

Stihler Craig, WV DNR: White Nose Syndrome Update April 2017 

Dave Lesher Canaan Valley Long Term Temperature Trends Timberdoodle 4/5 2018 

West Virginia Northern Flying Squirrel field capture sheets WV DNR 

Commercial Logging Proposal Announcement from CVNWR in Parsons Advocate 8-8-18 

 


