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On behalf of the Friends of Silvio O. Conte National Fish and Wildlife Refuge (“Friends of Conte”) and our 17 member groups representing citizens from Connecticut, Massachusetts, New Hampshire, and Vermont, I would like to offer testimony concerning FY09 appropriations for the Department of the Interior—specifically the Land and Water Conservation Fund, Public Lands Highway Program, and Partners for Fish and Wildlife Program.   Most urgently, we are seeking a total of $6.57 million for the Silvio O. Conte National Fish and Wildlife Refuge (“Conte refuge”) from the Land and Water Conservation Fund and Public Lands Highway Program in the FY09 Interior, Environment and Related Agencies Appropriations Bill.  Further, we see great potential to enhance complementary public-private partnerships between the Conte refuge and local communities were the committee able to enhance funding for the Partners for Fish and Wildlife Program to $55 million dollars.  We have local communities and private landowners who are eager to enhance stewardship in ways that will help the Conte refuge achieve its legislated purposes.  
Connecticut River Watershed: Forests on the Edge

Over the past fifteen years, federal agencies have been studying our eastern forests and the unique value of these lands as “green infrastructure” for the American people.  In particular, forested watersheds play an essential role in the crowded eastern states providing clean drinking water supplies for rural communities and distant cities alike.  U.S. Forest Service studies over recent years have highlighted the acute threats to some of the most important forested water supply areas across the East, including the 7.2 million-acre Connecticut River watershed of Connecticut, Massachusetts, New Hampshire, and Vermont.
The release of the Forests on the Edge report in 2005 and the subsequent release of National Forests on the Edge confirmed what residents of the Connecticut River watershed already knew from experience: the pace of development and projected future development will likely compromise watersheds, water quality, and other important natural resources, such as timber supply areas, wildlife habitat, and public recreation like hunting and fishing.  Specifically, the reports found that the Connecticut River watershed ranks among the top twenty in the Nation for projected development through 2030 and that more than 500,000 acres of land adjacent to the Green Mountain National Forest, including headwaters for major tributaries of the Connecticut River, will likely be developed over the same period
The Silvio O. Conte National Fish and Wildlife Refuge: A True Watershed Project

In anticipation of exactly this kind of development pressure, Congress established the Silvio O. Conte National Fish and Wildlife Refuge in 1991 as a “borderless refuge” covering the entire 7.2 million acre watershed.  The mission of the refuge is to conserve trust species and other priority resources through traditional refuge ownership and management as well as through innovative partnerships with landowners and communities.  In less than twenty years, the refuge has established an important base of lands in three of the four states and has begun to have an impact beyond its boundaries.  Despite this success, there is much more that the refuge can do to help meet the serious conservation needs now emerging as the watershed faces unprecedented development pressure.  The refuge can also help meet other management challenges including invasive species and climate change.  

To help the Conte refuge conserve priority conservation lands in the watershed through traditional refuge ownership, the Friends of Conte urge the committee to fund the following Land and Water Conservation Fund projects in FY09 that total $5.065 million.

Connecticut

Division: Salmon River Division Size: 289 acres Cost: $2,000,000

Conservation Partner: The Nature Conservancy

Description: The Salmon River Division includes a range of important natural features, including free-flowing rivers, thriving freshwater tidal marshes, forested watersheds, floodplain forests, and rare plants and animals. The Elm Camp/Johnson property is the first acquisition in this division and is a keystone property containing 3,360 feet of frontage on Pine Brook, a high-quality stream that provides remarkable cold-water fish habitat; and 1,440 feet on the west bank of the Salmon River, site of extensive state and federal efforts to restore anadromous fish runs, including the Atlantic salmon. Pine Brook is the only major Salmon tributary free of artificial barriers to migratory fish.
Massachusetts

Division: Fort River Division Size: 66 acres Cost: $2,500,000

Conservation Partner: The Trust for Public Land

Description: This parcel is adjacent to critical land being acquired by the Refuge with FY08 funds, prized as habitat for grassland bird species such as the grasshopper sparrow, bobolink, and upland sandpiper, and for nearly a mile of frontage on the Fort River. The Fort River is the longest free-flowing tributary of the Connecticut River in Massachusetts, home to the federally

endangered dwarf wedge mussel and other rare mussels, fish, dragonflies, and turtles. At the center of a mosaic that includes over 600 acres of protected farmland and new Refuge holdings, this parcel is the subject of a development proposal that would drastically reduce the tremendous habitat potential of this rural landscape.
New Hampshire

Division: Pondicherry Division Size: 103 acres Cost: $250,000

Conservation Partner: The Nature Conservancy
Description: Pondicherry was designated as a National Natural Landmark in 1974, and was recently designated as the first Important Bird Area in New Hampshire. The area has long been known to offer exceptional avian habitat supporting approximately 230 species of birds of which 125 species have been confirmed as breeding. Species of particular conservation interest include common loon, northern harrier, sore, rusty blackbird, whippoorwill, and American black duck. 20 species of reptiles and amphibians, 41 species of mammals, and 17 species of fish have also been documented to use the Pondicherry Refuge site. Recent ecological surveys have identified and documented a variety of exemplary natural communities including peat bogs, fens, deep emergent marshes, and threatened lowland coniferous forests.
Vermont

Division: Nulhegan Division Size: 60 acres Cost: $315,000

Conservation Partner: The Nature Conservancy

Description: The Nulhegan Basin includes a complex of bogs, freshwater wetlands and spruce forest. These habitats provide nesting areas for loon, hooded mergansers, black, ring-necked and wood ducks. The Nulhegan Basin supports the only viable population of spruce grouse in the Connecticut River Watershed. More than a dozen rare plants and animals are also known to occur in this area. 

We also request $1.505 million from the Public Lands Highway Program to enhance public education about the Conte refuge and the watershed, as well as to enhance the visitor experience at the refuge.  

Connecticut, Massachusetts, New Hampshire, and Vermont

Requested Amount: $250,000

Description: Twenty-five computer based, independent, and interactive Watershed Education Terminals (WET) to be located in airports, environmental centers, museums, and other appropriate locations in all four Refuge states where people may be allowed to linger and learn about the Silvio O. Conte Refuge, National Wildlife Refuge System, its partnership approach from the source to the sea, opportunities to contribute or seek assistance, and destinations under the stewardship of our partners that are available for public enjoyment.
New Hampshire

Requested Amount: $150,000

Description: Rehabilitation and construction of public access facilities such as wheelchair accessible trails, elevated overlooks, photo blinds, information kiosks, interpretive literature, and parking on the Pondicherry Division of the Silvio O. Conte Refuge.
Vermont

Requested Amount: $535,000

Description: To enhance existing public access to the Nulhegan Division of the Conte Refuge by enhancing foot trails, improving signage, and establishing an interpretive auto-tour route as a means of facilitating a more informative, educational, and enjoyable experience for the visiting public.
Massachusetts

Requested Amount: $570,000

Description: To improve public access to the Great Falls Discovery Center and the Richard Cronin National Salmon Station in Turners Falls, enhance public use facilities, and increase visitor contact, capacity, and capability. The existing public access network of roads and trails will be upgraded to enhance safety and accessibility, and include information kiosks, overlooks, elevated boardwalks, outdoor exhibits, an outdoor classroom, permanent outdoor accessible restrooms and upgrades to existing indoor restroom facilities, and improved road access, parking, and landscaping, and signage.

Finally, we would like to encourage the increase of funding to the Partners for Fish and Wildlife Program to $55 million in FY09.  We have local partners eager to work with the Conte refuge on “Beyond the Boundaries” projects that will synergistically combine refuge-led conservation with efforts to steward and conserve private land.  We feel that this is exactly the unique role for the refuge envisioned by its authorizing legislation, and would be grateful for the Partners Program necessary funding to carry it out.
Thank you very much for your consideration of this testimony!
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