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A Tree’s Worth:  How Forest and Land Use Decisions Have Shaped 21st Century Wicomico County
Laura Taylor

Trees have played a central role in our nation’s development since the first European settlers encountered the vast, virginal forests of North America.  Arthur Barlowe, one of the first European explorers of the mid-Atlantic coast of North America, recognized America’s natural beauty and realized its potential from his first encounter.  Barlowe’s 1584 account opened with a claim that the shoal waters of Roanoke smelled so sweetly that he thought he was in a “delicate garden.”
  He described the land as being more bountiful than any he had seen in Europe.  He continued on to say that “the soil is the most plentiful, sweet, fruitful, and wholesome of all the world.”

Timber, along with other abundant resources, has helped make Wicomico County (and indeed the rest of our nation) what it is today.  Much of our success has depended on modifying the landscape to fit our needs.  More than four centuries after Barlowe’s voyage, we still recognize the importance of our forests - economically, environmentally, aesthetically, and spiritually.  As with any resource of such magnitude, what we should do with our forests has sparked centuries of debate.  

 The new millennium has ushered in a new era for forests.  Land use and development patterns are changing to accommodate a swelling population.  The sprawl of suburbia due to first, and increasingly, second homes, is taking its toll on forest lands.  The USDA Forest Service made an alarming projection in 2005:  by 2050, an additional 23 million acres of privately owned forest land will succumb to development (roughly the size of Indiana).  The main reason they cite for this change is the rise in “housing development.” 
  

While real estate and forestry may seem unconnected on the surface, the two are actually quite linked.  After the dot com crash in the late 1990s, investors sought a more tangible, reliable asset – real estate.  And thus the great “real estate bubble” was born.
  Forestry is highly dependent on a large, undeveloped land base.  As forest lands are decreasing, the business of forestry itself is decreasing.  

The bulk of America’s forest land is owned and controlled by private citizens and corporations.  So what is a private owner to do with their forest land if they wish to make money from it?  They can manage the land for timber sales, which is a long process, as even fast-growing trees like loblolly pine need a minimum rotation of 35-40 years.  Or they can sell their land to a developer and reap enormous profits instantaneously.  The developer can then put up a new residential subdivision, strip mall or whatever is most economically viable for the property.
While this scenario is playing out with individual land owners, the same thing is happening with timber companies.  Many of the largest contiguous stretches of land are owned by the timber industry.  What is currently happening with these lands marks a decisive shift in the history of forestry.  Timber corporations are selling off parts of their land.  The globalization of the timber industry, ever-increasing land prices, and a desire to preserve the forests all contribute to this shift.  Many timber companies are finding the prospect of selling their land for huge profits irresistible.
 This new trend in forestry is not well publicized, as most of the deals take place between private entities.  However, its effects are enormous for our environment and truly reflect the changing nature of land ownership.  Though it may not be a nightly news topic or very good water cooler conversation, a recent Washington Post article highlights just how tremendous this new trend in forest ownership is:  “A recent U.S. Forest Service study predicted that more than 44 million acres of private forest land, an area twice the size of Maine, will be sold over the next 25 years. The consulting firm U.S. Forest Capital estimates that half of all U.S. timberland has changed hands in the past decade.”

With so much land up for grabs, conservation groups are striving to purchase and protect as much forest land as possible to ensure that the land does not become developed.  This is no easy task when you consider rising land prices and the push for development, particularly of residential subdivisions.  Two of the main conservation groups pushing to protect forest land by purchasing it are the Conservation Fund and the Nature Conservancy.  The Conservation Fund was founded in 1985 and since then has “protected more than 5 million acres of our nation’s outdoor heritage – our wildlife habitat and watersheds, working landscapes and community open-space.”
  The Nature Conservancy, founded in 1951, is dedicated to saving and preserving lands as well:  “The mission of The Nature Conservancy is to preserve the plants, animals and natural communities that represent the diversity of life on Earth by protecting the lands and waters they need to survive.”
  These groups act as an alternative market, competing with corporate developers and private citizens to purchase land.
 While conservation is important, it is simply a fact that housing units and businesses generate taxes, bolstering budgets.  This revenue is crucial for funding schools, roads, and other public works.  Yet on the other hand, the social, environmental and economic benefits of preserving land are also apparent.  We often forget that preserving natural lands can also generate revenue through recreational opportunities such as fishing, canoeing, camping, hiking, and hunting.  With recreation, people travel to those specific areas, generating funds at local businesses (gas stations, restaurants) along the way.  The funds from preservation and recreation are still there, they are just more dispersed than the money generated from a housing development or timber sales.
Timber Companies and Environmental Groups: Strange Bedfellows Negotiate Land Deals
The Nature Conservancy is currently making an unprecedented effort to protect forests and natural lands.  The group started a $67 million dollar campaign in 2002 to raise the money necessary to obtain lands for preservation.  Much of this process takes place through easements: “A conservation easement is a restriction placed on a piece of property to protect its associated resources.  Conservation easements protect land for future generations while allowing owners to retain many private property rights and to live on and use their land, at the same time potentially providing them with tax benefits.”
  Essentially, the original land owner is reassigning the right to use the land to another party – the conservation group.  There are many tax benefits associated with donating easements, on both the state and federal level.
Although conservation groups obtain some land through easements, they buy land directly as well.  With the changing timber market, land is becoming readily available for purchase.  On March 30, 2006, International Paper Company sold 217,000 acres, stretching through much of the Southeast, to the Conservation Fund and the Nature Conservancy.  A similar deal with the same players took place involving 69,000 acres of forest land in Wisconsin.  The land deals were worth $300 million and $83 million respectively.  International Paper’s Vice President, David Liebetreu, told the New York Times that “based on market components, our forestlands are worth a lot more to other people than they are to us.”

International Paper, however, like any business, is concerned with profits.  Their website contains a “Sustainable Forestry” section with the following message: “The whole idea of having an investment that's a renewable resource is so you can grow it for maximum dividends.  That's why it's so important to choose the right team of people to help you get the most out of your forestland in the most environmentally responsible way.”
  While this sounds like a promising way to mix economic and ecological ideas, one has to wonder if this is possible when “maximum dividends” are the ultimate purpose.  Is it possible to achieve the highest profits and still act in a way that is the “most environmentally responsible”?  With two diametrically opposed goals, it would seem that one goal would have to suffer in order to completely fulfill the other.  
This same issue is manifesting itself in Wicomico County.  Land sales like International Paper’s are being brokered, on a smaller scale, right here on the Eastern Shore.  Salisbury’s own E.S. Adkins timber company sold 3,250 acres of the Nassawango Creek watershed to the Nature Conservancy on May 2, 2002.  The deal was reportedly for $67 million.
  This environmentally critical watershed runs through Wicomico and neighboring Worcester counties and contains more than 90 rare plant and animal species.
  Combined with lands that the state already owns, 44,000 acres of the watershed are now protected.
  However, the land is not off-limits for logging.  Bill Bostian, manager of the Nassawango Creek Preserve, told local paper The Daily Times that “some pines will be harvested to make room for hardwoods, which are a better habitat for interior birds.”
  It is also interesting to note that E.S. Adkins & Company, who sold the land, have moved beyond timber and into land development projects.  This change demonstrates that real estate and land development are quickly becoming big business on Delmarva.
 
Though the E.S. Adkins deal is important, a similar but larger deal took place in 1999 with the creation of the Chesapeake Forest Lands on the Eastern Shore.  This new project seeks to preserve logging industry jobs while simultaneously protecting the environmental assets of the forest.  Patrick F. Noonan, the Conservation Fund’s chairman, describes this unique strategy:  “If we are to permanently conserve our nation’s forestlands, we must create innovative public-private partnerships that balance economic growth with environmental principles… We now have a bold model for forestland conservation in America.”
  The Chesapeake Forest Lands embody this new form of forest management.  They are publicly owned by the state of Maryland but privately managed by Vision Forestry, L.L.C.  The Chesapeake Forest Lands represent a greater national trend of forests changing from private to public ownership. 
The Chesapeake Forests Project:  An Experiment in Sustainable Forestry

As Eastern Shore residents know, national trends and changes sometimes take a little while to reach our peninsula.  However, when it comes to changes in the timber industry, the Eastern Shore is actually taking some big strides to begin a new method of forest management.  The Chesapeake Forest Project marks a decidedly new approach, combining both public and private ownership and incorporating both ecological and economic goals.
On September 10, 1999, Chesapeake Forest Products sold 76,000 acres of forest land located on the Eastern Shore.  58,000 of these acres are located in Maryland, with 15,722 acres situated in Wicomico County.  The land was jointly purchased by the Conservation Fund (working through the Richard King Mellon Foundation) and the state of Maryland.  The Richard King Mellon Foundation was established in 1951 by Richard King Mellon, chairman of Mellon Bank. It is “among the largest independent foundations in the United States” and conservation is one of the foundation’s goals.
  The Mellon Foundation footed the bill for half of the land ($16.5 million) in the name of the Conservation Fund.  The state of Maryland paid an equal share for the other half of the land.  In December of 2000, all of the land was transferred to the state under the condition that its management be guided by a sustainable forestry plan.
   The stated purpose of the land deal was “to retain these important lands as working forests that would be managed in a conservation-minded way to provide forest products, local employment, and recreation opportunities while protecting or improving the water quality for the lower Chesapeake Bay watershed.”
  The Conservation Fund coordinated the effort for a management plan to ensure that the land was properly maintained.  The Sampson Group, Inc., a private natural resource management company based in Alexandria, Virginia, played a role as well.  They were hired by the Conservation Fund to write the management plan and guide the planning process.  Also included in the planning process were members from the Chesapeake Bay Foundation and the Maryland Department of Natural Resources.
  The land is currently being managed by Vision Forestry, LLC, a private forest management company located in Salisbury. 
Sustainability and Environmental Goals

Simply put, sustainable forestry means to manage a forest in such a way to ensure that the same resources will be available for future generations.  For the Chesapeake Forest Lands, this includes the specific goals of “no net loss in soil fertility” and “watershed improvement”
  
The plan includes some key environmental objectives which tie into the concept of sustainability.  One focus is on riparian buffers, or the trees that line waterways.  These trees are crucial because they “remove sediment, nutrients, and other potential pollutants from the surface and groundwater flows.”  They also provide necessary shade, habitat, and help to “maintain or establish native plant communities. 
 Aerial spraying of herbicides is not to be done in the riparian buffers, and “if aerial spraying is planned for stands adjacent to a riparian forest, the riparian forest must be clearly designated and GPS-established…to protect from application or drift.”
  
Many of the streams in the forest require 300 foot buffers to provide adequate filtration.  Unfortunately, some of these buffers are currently much smaller, with only 50 feet on each side.  And many are only loblolly pine instead of mixed forest, which is not preferable.  Increasing these buffers is an ongoing process.  The forest managers conduct thinning in these areas to encourage a mixed forest population.  The thinning process “opens up” the forest, allowing for new hardwood growth.

  The plan also emphasizes the need for protection of endangered and threatened species living within the Chesapeake Forest.  One of the important elements of habitat protection is the establishment of corridors so that animals can move freely about a piece of land in order to nest or seek food.  The Delmarva Fox Squirrel is one of these protected species.  Nearly half of the forest is current or potential Delmarva Fox Squirrel habitat.
  The plan states that “Delmarva fox squirrel habitat depends on aggressive use of practices like thinning and prescribed fire, and the prudent use of fertilizers and herbicides.”
  However, the issue of fertilizers and herbicides does raise concern from environmentalists as nutrient run-off from fertilizers is a huge contributor to the Chesapeake Bay’s declining health.
Several of the long-term environmental goals for the forest include “widening riparian buffers,” adding “more mixed hardwood and pine/hardwood forests,” and “longer pine plantation rotations.”
  All of these objectives work towards the goal of protecting the Chesapeake Bay, as it is “the focus of our conservation efforts today.”

A Closer Look at Environmental Problems in the Chesapeake Forest Lands


Like most of Delmarva, pine dominates the Chesapeake Forest Lands.  Loblolly pine comprises 81% of the total trees.  12.5% of the forest consists of mixed pine/hardwood trees and just 6.6% is mixed hardwood alone.
  It is important to note that the land was turned into pine plantation by previous owners, not by the state or by the current land managers.  However, the effects of this loblolly monoculture are devastating for plant and animal life on the forest lands.  The main problem with loblolly monocultures is the lack of biodiversity.  This topic is covered extensively by my colleagues Megan Green and Dave Votta in previous sections.
Developing animal habitats in the Chesapeake Forest Lands is difficult because the land is scattered in 460 separate parcels instead of being in larger, contiguous blocks.  This is simply the way the original owners, Chesapeake Forest Products, acquired the land from different private owners over the course of many years, beginning around the 1950s.
  The following map displays the land’s fragmentation: [image: image1.png]



Source: MD Department of Natural Resources 

The fragmentation of the land presents major problems for animal and plant life.  Dr. Joan Maloof, Professor of Biology at Salisbury University, notes:
“In a smaller area there will be a smaller population of a species and therefore a smaller gene pool.  A small gene pool could make species susceptible to diseases or other genetic problems.  Also, in a small area interbreeding with close relatives is more likely.  This inbreeding has been show to decrease the fitness of an organism (its ability to produce healthy offspring).  All of these principles hold true for both plants and animals.”

In some cases, even the larger blocks of land become fragmented as well through logging.
  Creating wildlife corridors is usually the favored solution for fragmented land.  However, with so much fragmentation, as seen in the Chesapeake Forest Lands, this is a difficult task.

The management plan for the Chesapeake Forest Lands has also received criticism.  The original work plan for the forest lands states, “practices such as bedding, chemical hardwood suppression and fertilization may encounter public opposition or be inconsistent with watershed and wildlife habitat goals…but many management options exist because little else seems to work.”
  Many environmental scientists feel that this line of thinking is skewed:  “Is it really necessary to manage these public lands so intensively?  What’s wrong with having a mixed pine and hardwood forest?  Or not growing pines at all where it is so low that bedding would be required?  Why do we need to speed up the growth of the trees with fertilizers that pollute the bay?”


It would seem that the Chesapeake Forest Lands inherited some of these environmental problems from previous owners.  Yet at the same time, when practices like logging in mixed hardwood areas further contribute to environmental degradation, one is left wondering:  which is truly the priority – environmental or economic goals?  A toll is being taken on the land, at least to some degree, in order to achieve greater profits.  

Economic Aspects

Loblolly pine remains the preferred species on Delmarva for its adaptation to the sandy soil and fast growing time.  Pine equals profit on the shore, but it is important to note that loblolly is a native species.  It was not a foreign tree introduced solely for harvesting.  Rather, “the industry was built around the natural pines that grew here.

Pine harvested in the forest enters the local market.  When the management plan was written, there were “seven pine sawmills and two pulpwood-chipping operations” which are “largely isolated from outside markets by water and distance.”
  This ensures that the Chesapeake Forest Lands will continue to contribute to the local economy by providing necessary raw materials.  The pine sawmills process the larger timber from the forest.  The two chipping plants turn the pulpwood into chips which are later used for paper.
  The plants on the Eastern Shore begin the first phase of the manufacturing process.  The materials they make are then shipped elsewhere (mainly Virginia) to be processed further and turned into marketable products.  It is important to note that the land managers do not receive any commission from the timber harvested in the Chesapeake Forest Lands.

By 2006, only four of the seven sawmills remain in operation.  The creation of the Chesapeake Forest Lands, however, was not the cause of their demise.
  The closing of these mills simply demonstrates that forestry is continuing to decline on Delmarva.  Trends in real estate and land prices, as mentioned earlier, heavily influence this decline.  Likewise, a desire to preserve the forests for their own sake is emerging as a more powerful force than in past years.  

Although timber sales are an important source of revenue, the land also generates money through hunting fees and licenses.  When Chesapeake Forest Products sold the land in 1999, almost all of it was leased to private hunt clubs.
  When the land became public, this became a point of contention as many citizens felt that they were entitled to hunting access, too.  In 2002, then Maryland Assembly Delegate Kenneth Schisler proposed a bill with a rider that stated at least half of the land leased to private clubs be opened to the public.
  The bill passed and today the land is divided about fifty-fifty between private clubs and public hunting access.
   

The On-Going Management Process 
There is an audit process to ensure that the Land Manager, Vision Forestry, “effectively carries out the sustainable management plan for the land.”
  This comes in the form of an independent certification from the Sustainable Forestry Initiative (SFI) and the Forest Stewardship Council (FSC).  One member from each of these groups, plus an expert on pine silviculture, (the management of forests with specific respect to human objectives) come together to form the audit team.  SFI was started to ensure that participating members keep the “forests healthy and practice the highest level of sustainable forestry.”
  FSC focuses on sustainability as well, but also on social aspects of forest management.  They deal with the indigenous people of an area and also make sure that the employees of the forest management companies are treated well.  Vision Forestry has had three of these team-coordinated audits in the past to ensure that they are functioning as they should be.
   
The establishment of the Chesapeake Forest Lands is important because it shows a transition from private to public ownership.  It represents the new trend in forestry to seek out conservation-minded management plans as an alternative middle-ground.  While it may seem odd or just plain wrong to juxtapose logging and environmentalism, many argue that blending the ideas is one of the best ways to provide some protection while still supporting local economies.
The Roots of the Chesapeake Forest Lands
The idea of blending conservation with economic goals is far from new.  Since the Forest Reserve Act of 1891, the government has held the authority to preserve and manage public forest lands.  In 1905, the management of these forests shifted from the Department of the Interior to the Department of Agriculture and the system of National Forests truly began.  Gifford Pinchot was named the head of the Forest Service (the body which managed these new public forest lands) by President Theodore Roosevelt.  Pinchot embraced the philosophy of “the greatest good for the greatest number” - the idea that we must use our forests in a way that benefits as many people as possible.  Pinchot understood that we had to manage our resources wisely so that future generations could enjoy them, too.  He wrote a lot the importance of our resources, including the following lines:  
“From birth to death, natural resources, transformed for human use, feed, clothe, shelter, and transport us. Upon them we depend for every material necessity, comfort, convenience, and protection in our lives. Without abundant resources prosperity is out of reach.”

Pinchot’s belief was that we should use the land but use it wisely.  He was one of the first people to stop and realize that our nation’s natural assets were not inexhaustible.  If we wanted future resources, and thus, future prosperity, we would need to manage those resources in a conservation-minded way.  Projects like the Chesapeake Forest Lands seek to embody Pinchot’s ideas.
Changing Land Use and Disappearing Forests in Wicomico County


A quick drive through Wicomico County reveals the simple fact that the once rural area is becoming more developed.  As demand for housing increases, more and more residential subdivisions begin to dot the agricultural landscapes surrounding Salisbury.  More houses equals less forest land.  The expansion of the business sector can also be seen sprawling down the north end of Route 13.  While progress is certainly not a bad thing, many groups (like the Chesapeake Bay Foundation) agree that the development could be taking place in a much more ordered fashion with greater respect for the environment and the rural character of the county.


Sprawl, of course, is a national issue.  You can find it on the outskirts of just about every metropolitan area in the United States.  The sprawl of suburbia really took off after WWII:  “For the first time, the industry was dominated by large-scale builders using mass-production techniques to transform tracts of hundreds or thousands of acres into new neighborhoods.”
  Cars continued to drop in price, too, helping American workers live further and further from their jobs.  It became a badge of honor and status to live far away from the city where you worked.  America became enamored with “car culture,” a love affair that continues to this day.

Unfortunately, these seemingly idyllic post-WWII suburbs have spiraled out of control.  Open space and forest land simply disappear when suburban housing units reign supreme.  When city sewer systems cannot reach these outlying areas, individual septic systems come into play with undesirable consequences:  by the 1960s, “in dramatic fashion, the spread of the septic tank began to taint drinking water.”
  It is typical in suburbia for each house to sport its own manicured lawn, tended with fertilizers and pesticides.  These chemicals end up in our groundwater, too, and in many cases they also leach into our waterways and pollute larger bodies of water, like the Chesapeake Bay.  Another effect of suburban sprawl is the aforementioned car culture.  When you live far away from everything, your only choice is to drive.  Public transportation, while better for the environment, is forced to take a back seat.  The idea of walking somewhere becomes impossible, because the distances are either too great or the paths too hazardous (our roads, after all, are designed for cars, not pedestrians).  The abandonment of walking and biking has contributed in part to our nation’s astounding obesity rates. These are just a few of the problems that sprawl causes.



Wicomico County has not been immune to these problems, but here we will focus mostly on land use issues as they are most pertinent to the topic of forestry.  A March 2006 report from the Chesapeake Bay Foundation titled “Vanishing Lands:  the Erosion of Rural Character in Wicomico County, Maryland” reveals some startling facts about development.  In the Chesapeake’s 64,000 square mile watershed, (an area vital for the health of the Bay) 90,000 acres of forest land are disappearing each year to make way for development.
  Wicomico County’s population is also growing at a more rapid rate than the state as a whole, and estimates predict that the population will rise an additional 28% by 2030.
  This means almost 25,000 additional residents to the 2004 Census number of 88,782 - quite a sizable increase.

Each county in Maryland forms their own comprehensive plan which includes guidelines for land use.  Wicomico County’s Comprehensive Plan, updated most recently in 1998, specifies that growth should mostly be directed to the “Metro Core,” which encompasses Salisbury.  Yet through 2004, “subdivisions outside the Metro Core accounted for more than 60 percent of all lots developed.”
  The idea of keeping development inside the Metro Core is not new for Salisbury.  In fact, it has been an issue since the first Comprehensive Plan in 1962.  As one specific example in the last twenty years, Bill Livingston (head of Salisbury’s Planning Commission at the time) stated in 1989 that “the trend in the future will be to push stuff back into the urban core.”
  Almost two decades years later, we are still struggling with this issue.  And we are still putting our “stuff” where it should not be.  This makes one wonder if the Comprehensive Plan really holds much weight, since development has been allowed just about everywhere.  It is time to get serious about sprawl.  If not now, when?  In another couple decades when we have nothing left to preserve? 
One of the methods of combating the problem of sprawl is Smart Growth.  Smart Growth encompasses a body of principles that seek to guide development in a way that is better for people, communities, and the environment.  One of these principles is to mix land use.  Instead of living in one area and driving to shop and work in another, why not put the two together?  The benefits of this are enormous.  People can once again walk to work or to buy groceries instead of hopping in the car - wasting gas and emitting carbon dioxide along the way.  Businesses can benefit from mixed land use, too: 

“Commercial uses in close proximity to residential areas are often reflected in higher property values, and therefore help raise local tax receipts. Businesses recognize the benefits associated with areas able to attract more people, as there is increased economic activity when there are more people in an area to shop.”

Beyond mixing land use, Smart Growth policies also promote public transportation, preservation of open space and natural lands, and “distinctive, attractive communities with a strong sense of place.”
  
Of course, conversely, there are also people who are opposed to Smart Growth.  Property rights organizations (Defenders of Property Rights
 and the Institute for Justice
 to name a couple) have become more prominent in the last few years.  One such organization states, ““Smart growth” refers to a scheme of restrictive and overly zealous regulatory land use policies, aimed at furthering a no-growth philosophy.  At its core, “smart growth” is nothing more than an attempt to control at the federal level, how and where people live, work, and travel by depriving homeowners and small businesses of choice.” Further, they assert that “property owners living in homeowner associations, under historic zoning, or tree and noise ordinances, know well that their property is daily becoming less their own and more the property of the homeowner association, local zoning board, and state and federal agencies.”

America has a long-standing tradition of personal property rights dating back to the Founding Fathers.  This is emphasized in many of our most treasured documents, from the Constitution to the Federalist Papers.  The protection of personal property grew from English Common Law as well as from influential political philosophers like John Locke.  Yet at the same time, it is doubtful that the Founding Fathers foresaw the extent of environmental degradation that would take place in later centuries.  Clearly there must be a balance struck between personal property rights and environmental restrictions.  The choice is not between living in an overbearing, bureaucratic nightmare or living in a smog-filled, deforested wasteland.  Courses of action can be taken which prevent environmental destruction without compromising individual freedom.  Smart growth does not have to mean no growth.
Having lived on the Eastern Shore all of my life, I have seen the development in this area really take off.  For me, it is hard to look at the situation with anything but ambivalence.  I am thankful that more businesses have opened and that more jobs are available.  I am not thankful for the plethora of subdivisions that have sprouted up in the forests and fields that I have always looked at with a certain reverence.  But with more opportunity comes more people, and those people have to live somewhere.  At the same time, I cannot help but think that the growth of Wicomico County could be handled in a more orderly fashion, with more respect for the preexisting environment.  There is nothing inherently wrong with development, but there is definitely something wrong with the way we are handling that development.  Adhering to the Comprehensive Plan would preserve more open space and more forest land.  The enjoyment of these natural resources is why many people move to the Eastern Shore in the first place.  
Some Projections for the Future and How to Avoid the Not-So-Pleasant Projections

Forest land continues to decrease as sprawl continues to increase in Wicomico County.  Despite the problems associated with loblolly pine plantations, they are still better for the environment than a suburban housing development with individual septic tanks and manicured lawns.  Forestry provides a necessary counterweight to development.  It allows individuals who own forest land to generate profits from their land.  Even a clear-cut forest, though we may cringe when we look at it, is better for the environment than a residential subdivision.  So should environmentalists embrace forestry as the last chance of salvation for the forests?  Or should groups like the Nature Conservancy and the Conservation Fund try to buy as much forest land as possible for preservation?  I think the latter would be ideal, but private organizations simply lack the resources to get the job done.  This is especially true when you consider that land prices continue to climb.  State and local governments must take a more active role in preserving land and combating sprawl.
The Chesapeake Forest Lands represent a move toward this goal.  However, the project is not without imperfections.  It seems that in trying to weigh economic and environmental goals, monetary concerns win out most of the time.  Can you really manage a forest for the highest profits and the highest environmental good?  Can you have your cake and eat it too?  The answer, so far, appears to be no.  It should be added that the project is in its early stages and many of the environmental goals are long-term.  If there is environmental progress, it might not be fully apparent yet.  Even though it has flaws, at least a land deal of this magnitude took place with the goal of preservation in mind.  A first step is better than no step at all.  The Chesapeake Forest Lands create a model that proves public-private partnerships are feasible.  
The problems of disappearing forest land and out-of-control sprawl are not going to disappear on their own.  In fact, they will only get worse as the population rises in Wicomico County.  As noted earlier, the county is expected to welcome an additional 25,000 residents by the year 2030.
  All of these people will need houses and the land will have to accommodate this growth.  If we continue to develop land in the Chesapeake Bay Watershed at our current pace, it is estimated that over two million acres of forests and agricultural land will disappear by 2030.
  The contamination of the Bay that will result from this development could mean as much as 35 million additional pounds of nitrogen per year to destroy the water quality.
  

Even with Smart Growth policies and new alternatives like the Chesapeake Forest Lands, some forest land will continue to disappear in the future.  Yet when employing Smart Growth practices, deforestation will not occur at the same breakneck pace.  Instead of a loss of two million acres by 2030, researchers at the Chesapeake Bay Foundation predict that with “creative growth management and strategic land preservation efforts,” development in the watershed will only increase about 350,000 acres – a stunning 1,650,000 acre difference.
Implementing Smart Growth-driven policies (in reality, not just on paper) seems to be one key to a better future.  Government protection of more land is another.  Finally, maintaining the forest products industry in Wicomico County would provide that all-important economic counterweight to development that we so desperately need right now.  

The decline of forests in Wicomico County is entering a critical period.  It is time to seriously evaluate how we have altered our landscape.  If we do not start doing this now, we will be looking back in twenty years wondering, what happened?  The solutions I have mentioned are only a tiny fraction of what is ultimately possible.  Imagine if we devoted serious time and energy to solving these problems instead of just maintaining the status quo.  Who knows what solutions we might come up with?  Wicomico County (and the rest of America) will never return to its pristine, pre-European contact state.  But we can, and must, take steps in order to reduce the impact we are having on the forests and on the environment as a whole.  If we do not decide to change our course, we are facing a grim future – one of depleted resources and rampant, unplanned development.  Now is the time to change that course.  
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