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Looking Out For The Critters

Loudoun Wildlife Conservancy Marks Decade Of Service

Margaret Morton
Staff Writer

It was 10 years ago that three residents liv-
ing near Bluemont decided to stop talking
about their concerns about the vanishing
wildlife and do something about it.

Joe Coleman and his friends Diane Gilliam
and Leslie Metzger formed the Loudoun
Wildlife Conservancy. Over the past decade
they, and others who eagery joined under
their banner, have raised the level of aware-
ness of wildlife in the county and the impor-
tance of preserving wildlife habitat.

This Sunday, the group will celebrate its
first decade of service at the Rust Nature
Sanctuary on Children’s Center Road in
Leesburg. From 4 to 7 p.m., members will
enjoy a buffet dinner, silent auction, wildlife
exhibits and displays and a panel discussion on
Preserving Loudoun’s Natural Heritage.

Therc was strong interest immediately,
along with some skepticism as to whether
another group was needed. “It's a great idex,
but what makes yours worthwhile?” was a
question they heard frequently. But the group
grew relatively quickly.

Today, its membership stands between
225 and 250.

“We were different,” Coleman recalled of
the days when he served as the conservancy’s
first president. The Piedmont Environmental
Council was into public planning. Other
groups were solely into birding. The conser-
vancy pushed a non-partisan effort to preserve
habitat. During the past decade, the group has
become an umbrella for all kinds of environ-
mental protection—birds, mammals and wild
flowers.

Today, as then, LWC regulacly hosts a vari-
ety of field trips and programs designed to
educate the public about the wildlife on its
doorsteps and why people should care about
preserving a healthy environment as a habitat
for the animals. Local experts have helped
with the educational awareness effort, work-
ing alongside nationally known wildlife speak-
ers and researchers who have come to
Loudoun to speak at local libraries and com-
munity centers on their avocation.

Nicole Hamilton has been a member of
the Loudoun Wildlife Conservancy since 1999.
She joined the board of directors in 2003 and
was elected president last May. Guarding the
environment and wildlife has been a lifelong
passion, she said.

Coleman has been one of the huge

strengths of the program, she said, citing both
his spirit and his energy. “We're lucky he stays
involved,” she said.

Almost from the beginning, the group got
into stream monitoring, checking on the water
quality of Loudoun’s many streams in order to
ensure continuance of healthy aquatic life.

“That was something we've really worked
hard on. It's a major part of our work with the
county,” Coleman said. The group ran a very
large stream monitoring program, which, ulti-
mately, led to the initiation of the Loudoun
Watershed Watch umbrella organization. That
effort was also very much tied in with taking
care of people and wildlife.

“We believe a healthy animal habitat also
always means a healthy environment for peo-
ple,” Coleman said.

The conservancy quickly fanned out to
work in cooperative ventures with other
groups in the county, including the Loudoun
Soil & Water Conservation District and the
Izaak Walton League. Each year, LWC has par-
ticipated in the Audubon winter bird count in
the county and the summer butterfly count
that is sponsored by the North American
Butterfly Association.

Regular bird walks have become a popu-
lar feature at several Loudoun nature pre-
serves, including the 700-acre county-owned
Banshee Reeks Nature Preserve. There, one
weekend a month, visitors can enjoy walking
along the meadows by Goose Creek, listening
to a fox as he utters his sharp mating cry in
pursuit of a female, watching hawks and buz-
zards wheel overhead and beavers demon-
strating the awesome power of their teeth as
they chomp away at sizeable trees. The Blue
Ridge Center of Eavironmental Stewardship in
Neersville is another large natural preserve to
partner with the conservancy for birding
walks.. A smaller oasis, the Rust Nature
Sanctuary in Leesburg, provides a valuable in-
town resource and partner.

Of the founders, only Coleman has
remained with the venture he helped start. He
is both hopeful for the future and somewhat
pessimistic.

“Wildlife is being lost, even more so,” he
said in an interview. While awareness of
wildlife and its needs may have risen over the
past decade, the pressure on wildlife because
of development that results in significant loss
of wildlife habitat is even greater today than
when he and his friends formed the conser-
vancy.

“The reasons why we formed are even

more important today,” he said. Teaching resi-
dents about the importance of preserving nat-
ural wildlife habitats and finding new people
to become interested are of paramount impor-
tance, he said. The movement is big across the
country, according to Coleman. “There's an
awful lot of people who thin': wildlife is
important,” he said. Statistics show that bird
watching is one of, if not the, fastest growing
segments of outdoor recreational activity,
according to Coleman.

Protecting the environment is a serious

business, he said. “We have a responsibility to
the world around us. It benefits our health and
welfare”

Listening to him speak, there is no doubt
Coleman means every word.

He grew up in Fairfax County and
watched it grow from a population of less than
100,000 to today's more than 1 million,
However, Fairfax has much more public green
space, and a lot more parkland than Loudoun,
he said
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“They recognized [the need] decades
ago. They learned to take care of open
space,” he said, noting that the Fairfax
County Park Authority owns nearly all the
stream valleys in the county. Fairfax County
has Huntley Meadows Park south of
Alexandria which is bigger than Banshee
Reeks. It's a 1,400-acre oasis for wildlife, sur-
rounded by high rises, according to Coleman.

Coleman acknowledged that developers
today are seeing the monetary and aesthetic
value of preserving some trees and under-
growth in their developments, but that's
hardly enough to truly support wiidlife.
“Some mean it, some don’t,” he said. “We try
to point out the value of actually doing it,” he
said.

Anything that preserves land is a good
thing, if it’s done right, Coleman said, noting
the conservancy has encouraged non-partisan
public policies that support natural areas,
working with the Loudoun Board of
Supervisors and county staff to educate them
on the measures that will be useful in pro-
tecting the environment, he said. Those
cfforts have met with mixed results.

That advice has included information on
building a more environmentally friendly golf
course. Golf courses preserve large areas of
open space and provide a healthy outdoor
environment. They also can be responsible
for putting 4 lot of chemicals into the ground
and water sources.

The countywide stream monitoring proj-

ect has been one of the organization’s biggest
successes, drawing a number of enthusiastic
volunteers each year to partner with the
Loudoun government in support of the effort.
Coleman cited the North Fork of the Goose
Watershed project, and a similar one for the
Catoctin, where local supporters are excited
about the reinvigoration of the stream which
is suffering from storm water runoff from
development.

The Loudoun Watershed Watch coali-
tion includes The Friends of Sugarland Run,
which arose out of an oil spill in Fairfax, the
Loudoun Soil and Water Conservation office,
the county government, the Izaak Walton
League and other organizations that help
monitor sites around the county.

Despite the successes, Coleman said
there were several things on his wish list that
hadn’'t been achieved. “I wish we'd been
more successful in convincing the county
government of the importance in codifying
the things that are needed to protect naturai
areas.” And, while some developers have
responded positively to his call to protect as
they build, their market needs often mitigate
against actuaily taking action.

I wish we'd had more money lo do
more education,”.Coleman said. Road build-
ing practices can be very damaging to tree
roots and additional concrete and asphalt
only provide more impervious surfaces,
hence more runoff.

What's the goal for the next decade?

"We're trying to take the foundation
we've built over the last 10 years, the good,
solid programs, the network and the stream
monitoring, we want 1o extend it in the county,

get more people involved,” Hamilton said.
That means turning the existing activities
into more action-oriented advocacy for the

environment and wildlife, she said. That .

means trying to persuade the board of super-
visors to come up with an active policy to
protect the open space that's 5o necessary to

provide habitat for wildlife, Hamilton said.
That also means partnering with other like-
rainded organizations.

“We're small and all-volunteer. You can't
do it all yourself,” she said. For mose informa-
tion, go to www.loudounwildlife.org. B



