From: Jim Gray [mailto

Sent: Monday, September 16, 2019 11:24 AM

To: Moffat, Steverson -FS <steverson.moffat@usda.gov>

Cc: Brent Rudolph <BrentR@RuffedGrouseSociety.org>; Linda Ordiway
(lindao@ruffedgrousesociety.org) <lindao@ruffedgrousesociety.org>
Subject: RE: Buck Project Objection Period

Dear Steverson,

This email is to file an objection to the Buck Project on the basis that not enough is being done to
improve wildlife habitat in the preferred alternative or any of the alternatives. | am basing my
objection on the fact that ruffed grouse (and forest wildlife that utilize similar habitat as ruffed
grouse — Golden Winged Warblers for example) are not a stable population in the Southern
Appalachian Mountains — despite contrary statements in the Draft Buck Project Environmental
Assessment document (pg. 42, Table 3.2.1; pg. 66, Forest-wide Trend). Data collected by the North
Carolina Wildlife Resources Commission (NCWRC) over many years documents the decline in ruffed

grouse populations in the state (see attached Avid Grouse Survey Summary 2018-2019). Especially
important in this document are Figures 6 — 10. In addition, there is suspicion that West Nile Virus
(WNV) is negatively impacting ruffed grouse populations throughout the Eastern United States
including North Carolina. Extensive study by the state of Pennsylvania has shown that the best action
to mitigate the effects of WNV is to provide ideal habitat at high altitude to minimize the exposure of
ruffed grouse to mosquitoes. The NCWRC conducted a project with grouse hunters in the 2018-2019
hunting season to collect blood samples to determine the level of exposure of native ruffed grouse
to WNV. That data should be released soon.

The Buck Project encompasses critical habitat for ruffed grouse in the Nantahala National Forest and
every effort should be made to expand the needed Early Successional Habitat. In a project
encompassing 20,638 acres, the proposed creation of 845 acres of Early Successional Habitat (ESH)
is totally inadequate. | would be happy to work with the Forest Service experts to identify additional
areas where ESH could be beneficially established. Also, since ESH has a relatively short life span, it is
important that areas be identified where new areas can be established when existing areas age-out.
Information | have received in the past from the Ruffed Grouse Society indicates that an ESH patch
needs to be approximately 20 acres in size at a minimum. Therefore, the occasional forest opening
created by a downed mature tree does not provide the needed habitat. We need ESH created by
forest management and we need it soon to reverse the downward population trend of this
important bird.

| am requesting that this objection be filed to the Buck Project and that | be provided an opportunity
to speak at any Objection Meeting that is scheduled.

Best Regards,
Jim Gray
Ruffed Grouse Society member


https://gcc02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=http%3A%2F%2Fusda.gov%2F&data=02%7C01%7C%7C7ea0725073424d3bd1a408d73aba68ca%7Ced5b36e701ee4ebc867ee03cfa0d4697%7C0%7C0%7C637042444685963146&sdata=D9kwDN2yTEBN6cOXBfV0oQ6jdurzXMNck7S6oj98xG8%3D&reserved=0
https://gcc02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Ftwitter.com%2Fforestservice&data=02%7C01%7C%7C7ea0725073424d3bd1a408d73aba68ca%7Ced5b36e701ee4ebc867ee03cfa0d4697%7C0%7C0%7C637042444685963146&sdata=ziVIQ6wUvWrnZHh3yjzL4Pw2UGk7R2qj1CSSLS2BbU8%3D&reserved=0
https://gcc02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.facebook.com%2Fpages%2FUS-Forest-Service%2F1431984283714112&data=02%7C01%7C%7C7ea0725073424d3bd1a408d73aba68ca%7Ced5b36e701ee4ebc867ee03cfa0d4697%7C0%7C0%7C637042444685973139&sdata=Y8ruv%2BUVu2FTFQN3HbvukoyKxVkm%2Bz2WfMHauR82skA%3D&reserved=0
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2018-19 North Carolina Avid Grouse Hunter Survey

Chris Kreh, NCWRC Upland Game Bird Biologist
Office: (336) 386-0892

Mobile (336) 618-5749

chris.kreh@ncwildlife.org

Since 1984, the North Carolina Wildlife Resources Commission (NCWRC) has conducted an
annual avid grouse hunter survey to estimate long term grouse hunting trends and provide annual
insight into avid grouse hunting demographics throughout the mountains of North Carolina.
Volunteer grouse hunters participate by recording and submitting their annual hunting activity
throughout the season. Grouse hunting activity is recorded by county and landownership type
(Private Land or Game Land) within the two grouse management regions (Northern Mountains
and Southern Mountains) (Fig. 1). Reported hunting trips typically consist of a single day per
hunting party.

Northern Mountain Counties

D Southern Mountain Counties
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Pisgah National Forest on Pisgah and Nantahala National Forests

- Appalachian Ranger District in Western North Carolina
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Figure 1. Grouse Management Regions and Ranger Districts on Pisgah and Nantahala
National Forests in Western North Carolina.

Fifty-four avid grouse hunters reported information during the 2018-19 season, providing grouse
hunting statistics for 507 hunting trips (Fig. 2). The gradual annual decline of total reported
grouse hunting trips has primarily been a function of fewer hunters and fewer hunting trips per
hunter. Presumably this is due to fewer grouse and poor hunting in recent years. Since the
inception of the survey in 1984, Ashe and Madison Counties have had the most grouse hunts
reported, with over 4,000 hunts occurring in each of these counties (Fig. 3). During the 2018-19
season, Macon, Haywood, and Clay Counties were most often reported, with more than 60 hunts
reported from each.
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Figure 2. Total number of reported hunts by volunteer avid grouse hunter
survey participants, 1984-85 through 2018-109.
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Figure 3. Total number of hunts by county as reported by volunteer avid
grouse hunter survey participants, 1984-85 through 2018-19.

During the 2018-19 season, avid grouse survey participants hunted an average of 9.4 times
(Fig.4). This represents a substantial drop from the previous season and it is clear that
participants are now hunting considerably fewer times than during the 1980°s and 1990’s. The
average length of a hunting trip has declined somewhat over that time period as well, with an
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Figure 4. Average number of hunting trips per hunter based on avid
grouse hunter survey participants, 1985-86 through 2018-109.

average trip length of 3.5 hours reported during the 2018-19 season (Fig 5). This may be a result

of aging hunters, poor hunting, or a combination of both.
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Figure 5. Average length (hours) of hunting trips of avid grouse hunter

survey participants, 1984-85 through 2018-19.






Flush rates are presented both by hunting trip and by hours hunted in this report. Flush rates by
hour may provide a more precise index to grouse abundance, while flush rates by hunting trip are
more applicable from grouse hunting perspectives. However, we recognize that hunters will
change their hunting locations over time to areas with relatively more grouse. This selective
hunting behavior has a tendency to skew trend estimates such that they may not represent actual
annual abundances or changes in abundance across the full landscape.

The avid grouse hunter survey has documented overall long-term declines in hourly flush rates.
While some years have shown slight increases, the overall trend has been a steady decline. This
has been true on both private land and Game Lands and in both the northern and southern
mountain regions. In 2018-19 flush rates continued to be higher on private land than on public
game lands (Fig. 6). Flush rates this year increased somewhat on both Game Lands and private
lands as compared to previous years. Historically more grouse were reported in the southern
mountain region, however flush rates reported from the northern mountains have been very
comparable for the last decade (Fig. 7). This may be a result of declining grouse numbers on
Game Lands (primarily National Forests) where most of the hunts in southern mountains take
place.
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Figure 6. Average grouse flushed per hour by land type by avid grouse
hunter survey participants, 1989-90 through 2018-19.
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Figure 7. Average grouse flushed per hour by region by avid grouse
hunter survey participants, 1984-85 through 2018-19.

Grouse hunting during the 2018-19 season was poor in comparison to what hunters encountered
when this survey began in the 1980’s. The previous season (2017-18) was in many ways the
worst on record, so it was good to see some improvement in numbers of grouse flushed, bagged,
and numbers of hunts with no flushes. However, the improvements were relatively small and
grouse populations are still at very low levels (Figures 8 — 10).
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Figure 8. Average number of grouse flushed per hunting trip by avid
grouse hunters, 1984-85 through 2018-19.
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Figure 9. Average number of grouse bagged per hunting trip by avid
grouse hunters, 1984-85 through 2018-19.
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Figure 10. Percent of reported grouse hunting trips with no flushes by
avid grouse hunters, 1984-85 through 2018-109.






Not surprisingly, during the 2018-19 hunting season, avid hunters reported more hunting activity
later in the winter after big game hunting seasons have closed (Fig. 11). Grouse hunters made
substantially more trips in January and February than earlier in the season. However, the number
of grouse killed did not increase in a similar fashion. Hunters reported killing between 13 and 29
grouse each month of the season.

Total Number of Hunting Trips and Grouse Bagged by Month &ﬁ‘;

North Carolina Avid Grouse Hunter Survey, 2018-19 Hunting Season

=
(=2}
o

136 142

i
B
o

=y
N
o

=
o
(=]

31 85

63

Number of Trips and Grouse
]
o

October November December January February
Month

B Grouse Hunting Trips B Groused Bagged

Figure 11. Total reported grouse hunting trips and harvests during the
2018-19 hunting season by avid grouse hunter survey participants.

Many avid grouse hunters assisted with an NCWRC project to learn more about the effects of
West Nile virus on ruffed grouse. Hunters provided feather and blood samples from 68 ruffed
grouse killed during the 2018-19 hunting seasons. These samples were used to determine sex,
age, and previous exposure to West Nile virus for these birds. Sixty-three birds came from North
Carolina and 5 from Tennessee. Birds came from 13 different North Carolina counties, with the
majority received from Haywood, Macon and Madison counties. Samples came from 15 adult
females, 21 adult males, 16 immature females and 14 immature males. West Nile virus test
results are not available yet, but will be reported separately in another report. Avid hunters will
be asked to assist in this effort again during the 2019-20 grouse hunting season.





Funding for the avid grouse hunter survey report was partially provided through a Pittman-Robertson
Wildlife Restoration Multi-state Grant. The Federal Aid in Wildlife Restoration Act, popularly known as the
Pittman-Robertson Act, was approved by Congress on September 2, 1937, and began functioning July 1,
1938. The purpose of this Act was to provide funding for the selection, restoration, rehabilitation and
improvement of wildlife habitat, wildlife management research, and the distribution of information
produced by the projects. The Act was amended October 23, 1970, to include funding for hunter training
programs and the development, operation and maintenance of public target ranges.

Funds are derived from an 11 percent Federal excise tax on sporting arms, ammunition, and
archery equipment, and a 10 percent tax on handguns. These funds are collected from the manufacturers
by the Department of the Treasury and are apportioned each year to the States and Territorial areas
(except Puerto Rico) by the Department of the Interior on the basis of formulas set forth in the Act. Funds
for hunter education and target ranges are derived from one-half of the tax on handguns and archery
equipment.

Each state's apportionment is determined by a formula which considers the total area of the state
and the number of licensed hunters in the state. The program is a cost-reimbursement program, where
the state covers the full amount of an approved project then applies for reimbursement through Federal
Aid for up to 75 percent of the project expenses. The state must provide at least 25 percent of the project
costs from a non-federal source
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