Susan Miller, District Ranger

Uwharrie National Forest

789 Biscoe Road

Troy, NC 27371

Subject: Uwharrie Roads Project Draft Environmental Assessment

Dear Ms. Miller:

I am a life-long outdoors enthusiast.  I grew up fishing and hunting.  I majored in biology while an undergraduate, later teaching biology for a dozen years before a second career in technology. I retired in 2007 and renewed my interests in native plant, bird and butterfly photography, a hobby that has taken me to many of the natural areas of the Southeast over the past 15 years.
The Southeast has inherited a unique and rich natural heritage, but few areas of North Carolina have escaped the growing pressures of population growth and the development that follows. In my lifetime demands on natural areas have increased geometrically as homeowners became owners of 2nd and 3rd homes and as campers, hikers and hunters became power boat, RV, 4-wheel drive and ORV owners.  
I spend most of my time on publicly owned land.  I understand managers of national and state parks, forests, game lands, and wildlife refuges must weigh and balance many and often competing interests.  I also know that not all natural areas are of equal value.  North-facing slopes are different from south-facing slopes.  Soil chemistry and hydrology can vary dramatically within a matter of meters. The distribution of native plants says much about the quality of the areas they occupy.  Unusual plants, almost by definition, are found in unique habitats. When managing publicly owned land it is essential to inventory and map natural areas and then use those resources while developing long term plans for conservation as well as suitable recreational uses.  
It is my understanding that the mission of the National Forest Service includes maintaining the health and diversity of forest ecosystems while managing those resources for public access. Not all recreational uses have the same “footprint” or environmental impact. When locating horse camps and ORV trails, roads inevitably will need to be widened to accommodate trucks pulling trailers.  I would hope best practices would require minimizing impact on high-value natural areas when planning for appropriate modes of recreational access.  In this project I commend the Forest Service for working with the N.C. Natural Heritage Program while seeking an alternative solution that meets the Forest Service requirements for safe and sustainable roadways while minimizing impacts on identified rare plant populations and habitats.

Sincerely.

Will Stuart

2800 Firewood Drive

Matthews, North Carolina
