Rochelle Altholz
Deputy Director of

Matthew J. Strickler o | (
Administration and Finance

Secretary of Natural Resources

Russell W. Baxter

Deputy Director of

Dam Safety & Floodplain
Management and Soil & Water

Clyde E. Cristman
Director

Ci ti
COMMONWEALTH of VIRGINIA onservation
Thomas L. Smith
DEPARTMENT OF CONSERVATION AND RECREATION Deputy Director of Operations

March 26, 2020

Lauren Stull

Glenwood/Pedlar Ranger Districts
27 Ranger Lane

Natural Bridge Station, VA 24579

Re: Piney River Vegetation Project
Dear Ms. Stull:

The Department of Conservation and Recreation's Division of Natural Heritage (DCR) has searched its Biotics
Data System for occurrences of natural heritage resources from the area outlined on the submitted map. Natural
heritage resources are defined as the habitat of rare, threatened, or endangered plant and animal species, unique or
exemplary natural communities, and significant geologic formations.

Old Field Enhancements and Prescribed Burn Unit (Crabtree Falls area)

According to the information currently in our files, the Crabtree Creek Stream Conservation Unit is located within
the project site. Stream Conservation Units (SCUs) identify stream reaches that contain aquatic natural heritage
resources, including 2 miles upstream and 1 mile downstream of documented occurrences, and all tributaries
within this reach. SCUs are also given a biodiversity significance ranking based on the rarity, quality, and number
of element occurrences they contain. The Crabtree Creek SCU has been given a biodiversity ranking of B3, which
represents a site of high significance. The natural heritage resource associated with this site is:

Aguatic Natural Community (NB-Middle James-Buffalo Second Order Stream G2G3/S2S3/NL/NL

The documented Aquatic Natural Community is based on Virginia Commonwealth University’s INSTAR
(Interactive Stream Assessment Resource) database which includes over 2,000 aquatic (stream and river)
collections statewide for fish and macroinvertebrate. These data represent fish and macroinvertebrate
assemblages, instream habitat, and stream health assessments. The associated Aquatic Natural Community is
significant on multiple levels. First, this stream is a grade A, as per the VCU-Center for Environmental Sciences
(CES), indicating its relative regional significance, considering its aquatic community composition and the
present-day conditions of other streams in the region. This stream reach also holds as a “Healthy” stream
designation as per the INSTAR Virtual Stream Assessment (VSS) score. This score assesses the similarity of this
stream to ideal stream conditions of biology and habitat for this region. Lastly, this stream contributes to high
Biological Integrity at the watershed level (6" order) based on number of native/non-native, pollution-
tolerant/intolerant and rare, threatened or endangered fish and macroinvertebrate species present.

Threats to the significant Aquatic Natural Community and the surrounding watershed include water quality
degradation related to point and non-point pollution, water withdrawal and introduction of non-native species. To
minimize adverse impacts to the aquatic ecosystem as a result of the proposed activities, DCR recommends the
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implementation of and strict adherence to applicable state and local erosion and sediment control/storm water
management laws and regulations, establishment/enhancement of riparian buffers with native plant species and
maintaining natural stream flow.

In addition, according to the information currently in our files, the Priest Conservation Site is within the
northeastern proposed prescribed fire unit and old-field habitat enhancement area as identified on the modified
project map. Conservation sites are tools for representing key areas of the landscape that warrant further review
for possible conservation action because of the natural heritage resources and habitat they support. Conservation
sites are polygons built around one or more rare plant, animal, or natural community designed to include the
element and, where possible, its associated habitat, and buffer or other adjacent land thought necessary for the
element’s conservation. Conservation sites are given a biodiversity significance ranking based on the rarity,
quality, and number of element occurrences they contain; on a scale of 1-5, 1 being most significant. The Priest
Conservation Site has been given a biodiversity significance ranking of B2, which represents a site of very high
significance. The natural heritage resources of concern at this site is:

Central Appalachian High-Elevation Seepage Swamp (Hemlock - Yellow Birch Type) G2/S1/NL/NL

To minimize impacts to natural heritage resources from the proposed treaments, DCR recommends avoiding the
documented significant natural community.

Harvest Unit 1

A significant Montane Oak-Hickory natural community was documented by DCR-DNH within a portion of
Harvest Unit 1 and within the prescribed fire unit during the 2019 field season (see Figure 1). Due to the potential
impacts from these proposed treatments, DCR recommends avoiding the documented significant natural
community.

Harvest Unit 6

Harvest Unit 6 intersects a documented significant community identified in Figure 2. DCR recommends
avoidance of this community. In addition, the proposed old field habitat enhancement area in the western portion
of the Piney River MA13 area intersects a significant Northern Red Oak forest. DCR recommends avoiding the
documented significant natural community during the proposed treatments.

Please note, an email was sent from DCR-DNH ecologist Kristin Taverna to Daniel Wright, USFS, on September
11, 2019 that included stand and species data and a shapefile of the location of the significant natural
communities.

Furthermore, if any portion of a harvested area is not to be allowed to re-grow to forest the proposed project will
fragment Ecological Cores (C1 and C3) identified in the Virginia Natural Landscape Assessment
(https://www.dcr.virginia.gov/natural-heritage/vaconvisvnla), one of a suite of tools in Virginia
ConservationVision that identify and prioritize lands for conservation and protection.

Ecological Cores are areas of unfragmented natural cover with at least 100 acres of interior that provide habitat
for a wide range of species, from interior-dependent forest species to habitat generalists, as well as species that
utilize marsh, dune, and beach habitats. Cores also provide benefits in terms of open space, recreation, water
quality (including drinking water protection and erosion prevention), and air quality (including carbon
sequestration and oxygen production), along with the many associated economic benefits of these functions. The
cores are ranked from C1 to C5 (C5 being the least ecologically relevant) using many prioritization criteria, such
as the proportions of sensitive habitats of natural heritage resources they contain.

Fragmentation occurs when a large, contiguous block of natural cover is dissected by development, and other
forms of permanent conversion, into one or more smaller patches. Habitat fragmentation results in biogeographic
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changes that disrupt species interactions and ecosystem processes, reducing biodiversity and habitat quality due to
limited recolonization, increased predation and egg parasitism, and increased invasion by weedy species.

Therefore minimizing fragmentation is a key mitigation measure that will reduce deleterious effects and preserve
the natural patterns and connectivity of habitats that are key components of biodiversity. DCR recommends
efforts to minimize edge in remaining fragments, retain natural corridors that allow movement between fragments
and designing the intervening landscape to minimize its hostility to native wildlife (natural cover versus lawns).
Mapped cores in the project area can be viewed via the Virginia Natural Heritage Data Explorer, available here:
http://vanhde.org/content/map.

There are no State Natural Area Preserves under DCR’s jurisdiction in the project vicinity.

Under a Memorandum of Agreement established between the Virginia Department of Agriculture and Consumer
Services (VDACS) and the DCR, DCR represents VDACS in comments regarding potential impacts on state-
listed threatened and endangered plant and insect species. The current activity will not affect any documented
state-listed plants or insects.

New and updated information is continually added to Biotics. Please re-submit project information and map for an
update on this natural heritage information if the scope of the project changes and/or six months has passed before
itis utilized.

The Virginia Department of Game and Inland Fisheries (VDGIF) maintains a database of wildlife locations,
including threatened and endangered species, trout streams, and anadromous fish waters that may contain
information not documented in this letter. Their database may be accessed from http://vafwis.org/fwis/ or contact
Ernie Aschenbach at 804-367-2733 or Ernie.Aschenbach@dgif.virginia.gov.

Should you have any questions or concerns, feel free to contact me at 804-371-2708. Thank you for the
opportunity to comment on this project.

Sincerely,
| . ’
fome” 7

S. René Hypes
Natural Heritage Project Review Coordinator
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Figure 1- Harvest Unit 1 and a prescribed fire burn unit intersects a significant Montane Oak-Hickory community type.
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Figure 2- An old field habitat enhancement area intersects a significant Northern Red Oak forest community type identified
(in pink) and Harvest Unit 6 intersects a significant community.



