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								December 8, 2022

White Township Stewardship Committee
950 Indian Springs Road
Indiana, PA 15701

Dear Barb, Dave, Matt, Sierra, and Jeff:

Thanks much to a 27- year effort by Friends of White’s Woods (FWW) and other regional citizens -- many of whom regularly frequent our Nature Center -- the White Township Stewardship Committee actually has the opportunity to write a stewardship plan for a healthy, 80-100 year-old forest. 
For 27 years, as evidenced by a White Township ballot initiative, two petitions, numerous formal and informal surveys, citizen emails and active participation in township meetings, thousands of citizens have told the township to abide by the documents that they signed with the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania and leave White’s Woods as a natural area, largely undisturbed, and used for passive recreation.  
But numerous committee discussions, actions, comments and proposals cast doubt on the committee’s willingness to wholly honor that standing written commitment, respect the voices of the legions of citizens who treasure and use this regional facility, or even embrace the full value of this ecologically complex land.
I. To be left largely in its natural state.
The Stewardship Committee’s Mission Statement Draft, as discussed at the Nov. 17th meeting was perplexing, if not incomprehensible.
The committee began drafting the Mission Statement with a goal of gaining public trust by making clear to the public that a new stewardship plan would involve “no timbering.” 
But, somehow, this Mission Statement mutated at this last meeting far from tree preservation into “no commercial timbering” or “no timbering for economic gain.”   
It is not lost on observers that any number of timbering projects could be and have been portrayed as “not for economic gain,” including, but not limited to: 
· The Millstone Plan proposal to timber 30-50 percent of the forest and mulch the forest floor.
· A suggestion to “thin” the forest, even though such a management technique is appropriate to woodlot management for long-term hardwood timber production.
· A shelterwood harvest to promote growth of crop trees.
· A suggestion to build a fort-making play area and give the timbered trees to Habitat for Humanity.
· A proposal to remove “undesirable trees” - trees that are not crop trees.  
· A suggestion to use timber to teach students how to build log structures.
It was particularly astonishing to watch the committee toy again with timbering when over a dozen experts, citing a variety of reasons, have made clear to the public and to the committee that interfering with the intact canopy would be a terrible mistake.
Mr. Vincent Cotrone,		            Dr. Kathleen Cook-Patton,	 Shari Edelson   
Penn State Extension			The Nature Conservancy	Arboretum, Penn State	
Dr. James Finley   			Dr. Marion Holmes		Dr. Sara Kuebbing
Penn State, Dept of Forestry		University of Pittsburgh,	Yale School of the Environ.
					Invasive Plant Laboratory

Dr. Jeff Larkin				Tom Lautzinger 			Jess Riddle
IUP Biology (forestry)			Mass Audubon Forester		Georgia Forest Watch	

Dr. Thomas Simmons			Todd Sherbondy 		Dr. Mike Tyree	
IUP Biology				Davey Tree Experts		IUP Biology/Forestry
Mr. Mike Wolf 				Dr. Ellen Yerger
App. Forest Consultants			IUP Biology

Ah, but where did FWW come up with these characters?  We asked honest questions, such as:  Are invasive plants really a problem?  Does natural succession really work?  Is carbon sequestration important?  How do trees impact stormwater runoff?   How is climate change affecting precipitation and temperature patterns?  Are there native plants in White’s Woods?  
And we contacted experts in these fields (and others) to ask them to help us answer these questions.
All emphasized that the intact canopy is critical to maintaining the health of the forest - and that the natural processes governing forest development still work.
But isn’t it possible, as one Stewardship Committee member suggested, to find a forester that would urge the committee to risk the consequences of destroying the intact canopy?
Sure.  If that “expert’s” forestry perspective is rooted in industrial/commercial forestry, which is a perspective that focuses on maximizing production of species of trees that are typically classified as merchantable timber.  Harvesting timber is a primary forest management technique of a timber-production forester.  And this same perspective distains natural forest maturation processes in favor of human intervention.   For this perspective, humans are the gods of nature now.  Timbering is what industrial foresters recommend.
Industrial foresters, as the township’s own forestry consultants have made clear, do not pay much attention to native plants or mycelium networks or migrating bird populations, or most other complex ecological systems that add up to make a forest - or to the necessity of inventories that would document their existence and importance.
Calvin Norman argued in a January 2022 letter to FWW, for instance, that generous use of herbicide in White’s Woods was fine, in part, because “there are few native plants.”
But what sense does it make to employ an industrial forester to recommend management strategies for our, or any, public natural area?
II. Passive recreation.   
The Indiana Recreation Board worked hard to obtain federal and state funding to provide an array of recreational opportunities for regional residents:  ball fields, hard-surface multi-purpose areas, picnic shelters and “one or two large areas [that] will have acreage remaining in its natural state for passive recreation.”
The White’s Woods Nature Center is the one large forested area that provides, in the words of DCNR Bureau of Forestry’s Matt Keefer, such things as clean water, recreation and tourism, plant and animal habitat, peace and solitude, scenic and aesthetic beauty, carbon sequestration, and human health benefits.
White’s Woods has served as the Indiana region’s natural area for over 150 years. In September 1938, an article about White’s Woods appeared in the Indiana Gazette, titled “White's Woods—A Public Park.”  This article noted that: “White's Woods, that beautiful timber tract on the northwestern edge of Indiana, has become as much a part of Indiana as the Indiana Courthouse or the State Teachers College.”
The Indiana Recreation Board was wise enough to protect this natural area for future generations.  The public has been determined to realize that promise.  This natural area is distinctive.  Other types of recreational opportunities are available at numerous other facilities.  
III. Ignoring public input.  
Not long ago, Supervisor Gene Gemmel pointed out that the East Pike recreation center exists because a group of kids worked to make that happen.
Over time, including recent surveys conducted by the IUP Small Business Center, the Recreation Center staff have spoken proudly of their efforts to work with input from facility users.  
That makes sense.  It is a conventional approach.  Just as it is a conventional approach for natural area managers to work with the Friends group.   But some, perhaps a very few, township officials and staff have reacted angrily to FWW’s successful efforts to protect White’s Woods.  Sometimes it appears that the enmity of these one or two officials has colored Stewardship Committee actions.
And though the committee has over twenty-five years of public input, all acknowledged by DCNR, it has failed to make this input central to committee deliberations.
IV. Value of this property.
To date, there has been little to no evidence that the committee sees the forest as a complex system of interlocking ecological systems. The committee has only reluctantly focused on one inventory (regarding plants) that was provided by FWW.  No other inventories of the other complex ecological systems have been considered.
White’s Woods frequenters see these woods as a natural area that we are privileged to visit.  Many know it intimately.  Most regard it with reverence and awe.  Committee members may share this awe of our precious natural area, but such regard has not been apparent in committee deliberations.  
White’s Woods flows seamlessly into the 250-acre College Lodge property.  Together these two public forests form a 500-acre undeveloped natural area adjacent to the Borough and Township.  This is an extremely rare and precious natural area.  
In closing, we will note that people often express gratitude for FWW’s long-term work to preserve our natural area.  But appreciation for FWW’s careful and diligent work has been hard to detect from the Township’s Stewardship Committee.  
We will continue to work carefully and diligently to preserve this majestic natural area. It deserves nothing less.


						On behalf of Friends of White’s Woods,

						Sara King, President
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