White Clay Creek State Park Trails Plan Meeting – DNREC / White Clay Creek Watershed Management Committee, 10-4-11
Attendees:  
Doug Janiec		Carolyn Stoner		Julie Bell		Bob Bennett
Bob Strahorn		Jayne Perngler		Peter Saenger		Bill Walsh
David Koppeser		Kyle Sonnenberg	Dorothy Miller		Don Sharpe
Liane Sorenson		Jennifer Egan		Nick McFadden		Andy Urquhart
Linda Stapleford	Paul Nicholson		Rob Line		Chris Bennett
Derek Stoner
Location: Newark Municipal Building, 220 Elkton Road, Newark, DE
Presenting: Rob Line and Chris Bennett, DNREC Division of Parks and Recreation
4 major stressors on White Clay Creek SP natural resources:
1) Invasive plant species  affecting higher quality habitat patches and difficult to stem the spread (porcelain berry, Japanese knotweed, mile-a-minute weed)
2) Overabundance of certain species most importantly deer management issues contributing to changes in vegetation, deer tick population increase (vectors from outside and inside the park), also contribution to the decline of oaks
3) Lack of Stochastic events (i.e. fire regimen, which is needed to help regenerate the oaks)
4) Recreation impacts – increasing demand to use park resources and changing recreational types: from hiking, birdwatching, tree identification, to geocaching, mountain biking, running over a 10-year period.  Less passive recreation and more active recreation.
We can see the changes in vegetation and habitat types over time, from 1868 Beers Atlas showing extensive open areas being farmed, to 1937 aerial photo of Walter J. Carpenter area with some 750 acres of forest that were never plowed, to 1954 expansion of forest south of Hopkins Road, to 1961 aerial photo showing a few gaps where Kentucky and hooded warblers were nesting in grassy, scrubby areas, to 1968 evolution of large white pine plantation.   There is a gap in the aerials from 1968 to 1992.  During those years, there was a significant shift from open areas/meadows to forest lands and prairie warblers’ population increased in the remaining open areas.
Rob Line: Prefer to have access to edge of old forest so trail users can look in, rather than going through the old forest…realities of recreational demands (e.g., having access from west to east side of park)?  It will be helpful to have long-term data such as through yearly point count surveys.
Chris Bennett described the process for taking the point count surveys of breeding and nesting birds in the park.  Chris identified 30 points throughout a variety of habitats in the park where surveys were conducted over a four-day period in June (June 8-12).   This was a one-time survey for 2011, with a 10-minute survey from each point during the morning hours (about 5 – 10:45 a.m.).   The calls of specific species were identified (with some sightings also occurring) during the 10-minute surveys.   Chris will go back to the same points in both May and June of next year to hopefully capture additional species that were not present or not calling in June.   Several species call in May, the height of the spring migration season, but not in June.  Other species call at noon, and not in the morning, so several bird species may have been overlooked during the 2011 point count survey.
Derek Stoner (DE Nature Society) manages Middle Run Natural Area.   He is seeing the same types of impacts at Middle Run as are occurring at White Clay Creek State Park.   Trail development could have significant impacts to habitat unless they are relatively narrow deer trails with good canopy cover.
In conclusion, Rob Line pointed out the need for additional discussions and coordination between state parks and the White Clay Creek Watershed Management Committee, and also National Park Service as the administrator of the White Clay Creek Scenic & Recreational River, 
Questions and Comments from Attendees:
Q.  In which areas are you focused on keeping out invasives?  
A. (Rob) In an area east of the White Clay Creek below Mount Pleasant Road, an area which park staff have named “Mount Pleasant Woods.”  40 field patches with edges allow invasives into the various habitats.
Comment: Keep trail system in Walter J. Carpenter as is.  Avoid placing trails on steep slopes above creek with forested bird habitat.
Comment: Definition of “fragmentation” in trails plan is confusing.   (State parks is defining as protected blocks of breeding bird habitat where birds can nest away from the trails.)  Existing blocks in Carpenter are some 20 acres in size – new trails would create 7-10 acre blocks.
Comment: A trail that has not been used in 10 years (southwest corner of Carpenter) was included in the count of existing trail segments.   This existing road trail could be eliminated and adjacent blocks of habitat could be combined to create a contiguous 52 acres.
Comment: There is value in maintaining a diversity of habitat types for different species.  Some species require old mature forest and some prefer young forest.
Q.  How will state parks address safety issues associated with deer stands in Carpenter?  Wells Lane trail proposed for this area.
A.  State parks will revisit whether deer stands can be moved away from heavily used recreation trails.
Q. What is the state parks policy regarding replacement of trees that are cut down to provide trail access?  Shouldn’t specific standards apply such as replacing trees with the same type and/or like-diameter trees?  Related to the potential trail development in White Clay Creek State Park is the current construction of the Pomeroy Branch Rail-Trail, which includes cutting down trees along some trail segments.
A.  State parks tries to minimize or avoid cutting trees wherever possible.  It’s not possible to replace mature trees with those of like diameter, since the larger trees would not be available or feasible to install.   Most of the trees cut down along the Pomeroy Branch Rail-Trail were invasive locusts.  
Comment from Rob Line:  Look at relative impacts to natural resources from different types of trails.  The Northern Delaware Greenway (Delcastle section) is an example of a paved, 30-ft. wide r-o-w that impacts 3.67 acres per mile.   There is a wide open canopy created that allows for invasives and inhibits the use of adjacent forest by more sensitive woodland species.   Alternatively, a 30” single track trail has only .61 acres’ impact per mile.  The latter keeps the canopy closed and is less of a source for invasives to move to the habitat core.    State parks needs to ground truth trail alignments from a vegetation perspective (e.g., avoiding wildflowers), evaluating the proposed alignment in the spring to see which species are present and whether the trail alignment should be modified.  Canopy gaps may be O.K. depending on the particular species foraging/nesting/breeding in the area.
Comment : Leave sensitive bird habitat alone – Do not place trail standards above habitat protection.  Also, abandon proposal for Wells Lane trail.  Wells Lane up to Carpenter very steep.   The balance between recreation and conservation appears to be at the tipping point with recreational demands driving the park trails plan.
Comment :  The former White Clay Creek Bi-State Advisory Committee was opposed to the White Clay Creek State Park Trails Plan, particularly in regards to proposed trails in the Preserve.  Keep in mind that if it were not for environmental groups like the UAW, there wouldn’t be a state park!   The majority of the public would like to keep the park in a more natural condition.   Issues with mountain bikes sharing the trails with hikers and other users.   Mountain bikers not interested in experiencing the natural world, just interested in speed.  Is it possible to try time sharing on the trails, so that some days are bike exclusive and other days permit other uses?
Forward points for Management Committee-
· Coordinate efforts for additional bird counts in the State Park.
· Although trail plan has been signed into the park “Master Plan” the Management Plan Coordinator (MPC) requests being involved or made aware of any timeline or schedule proposed when each proposed trail is to be built or moved.
· MPC will continue to work with DNREC Environmental Stewardship to address the three issues that are also stressors in the park and threaten biodiversity.
