November 7, 2017

To: Terry Macaig, Chair,
Members of Williston Selectboard

Re: WVPD proposal re: Mud Pond Conservation Area
Dear Members of the Selectboard:

This regards the Oct. 17 proposal made by Mr. Warner of the Winooski Valley Park District to acquire
the Mud Pond Conservation area, and WVPD’s proposal to increase the amount of park and
conservation land WVPD manages in Williston. | urge that any further consideration of WVPD’s
proposed acquisition of this or other conservation/park spaces in Williston include full opportunity for
public input before any decision is reached, particularly from proximal landowners such as myself who
would be affected.

Mr. Warner’s stated wish to ‘change the narrative’ between the town and WVPD is a step in the right
direction toward an improved relationship, but | see no reason that the town should surrender any of
our existing conservation areas, recreation facilities, or established park lands to outside management
as a way to justify the fees Williston residents now pay to WVPD. Coupling the issue of WVPD’s fee
structure for member towns with Williston’s established goals and process for managing our natural
spaces and conservation areas is not necessary. These are separate issues—one may be broken, but
the other is not.

Williston has had a longstanding tradition of thoughtful and forward-looking management of our natural
spaces. We have been proactive in managing (also conserving, and repairing where damaged) our
sensitive natural areas and agricultural lands. Our residents have made substantial investments of their
time, tax dollars, and charitable contributions toward establishing and preserving these natural
resources for public good—both for public recreation and as conservation areas—and all are open to
residents of other nearby towns. The majority of the required resources to establish these parks and
conservation lands has come either directly from Williston residents, from the town, or through state
and federal grants acquired by town staff.

The result is that today, Williston has an effective and active Conservation Commission, a history of
proactive conservation staff, and a Comprehensive Town Plan that clearly reflects these goals and is
sensitive to the needs of both our residents and our wildlife. And importantly, due to active and regular
communication between town staff, appointed committees, elected leadership, and nearby landowners
who support these conservation and park areas (and in many cases were the original donors, and now
share in maintenance), the town has maintained strong positive relationships with residents who are
most directly affected by decisions regarding traffic flow, parking, pedestrian access, and overall
maintenance of these spaces. While transferring ownership and oversight of an area such as the Mud
Pond Conservation Area to WVPD might improve the ‘cost/benefit’ to the first two (Conservation
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Commission, and Town staff, both of which will have fewer properties to oversee/maintain and thereby
additional resources/expertise to use for other projects), that transfer has the potential to jeopardize
the latter (concordance with the conservation goals established in our Comprehensive Plan, and
relationships with nearby landowners). The history of somewhat limited communication/interaction
between the town and WVPD doesn’t bode particularly well for these latter two.

As our Comprehensive Plan has been developed, factors such as established wildlife corridors,
viewscapes, unique vegetation, and potential for erosion and impact of recreational uses have all been
thoughtfully considered and articulated. The result is a stratified approach to protection and public use,
with areas most appropriate for more environmentally impactful recreational uses (e.g. mountain
biking) distinguished clearly from ecologically sensitive wetlands or wildlife sanctuaries. We can be
proud of what we have done. And I’'m sure | don’t need to restate the importance of the long term
positive relationships with nearby landowners who were critical to the establishment and remain
necessary for successful long term maintenance of these spaces. Building relationships and trust takes
time.

Many of the conservation goals in our Comprehensive Plan appear to be congruent with the WVPD’s
Mission statement and stewardship objectives, but are these goals as broadly embraced among the
member communities that WVPD supports, and which WVPD must answer to? My impression is that
WVPD’s member towns vary in how they prioritize the importance of conservation and wildlife (and e.g.
the sensitivity of wetlands). One reason WVPD’s activities have evolved to be a larger presence in these
other communities could be that WVPD was needed more in those communities. Kudos to WVPD--
Williston should continue to support WVPD in those activities, including through annual fees, but we
should not abrogate our responsibility to manage any of our own established natural areas as a
condition of that partnership. And we should not surrender control over these local spaces to any group
with representative membership drawn from towns that may or may not share Williston’s historical
commitment to conservation and protection of natural resources. What guarantee would we have that
our natural areas would be managed according to the goals and principles set forth in our own
Comprehensive Plan, if those were in conflict with goals of other towns or the WVPD? What direct
access and representation would affected Williston landowners have in WVPD deliberations and
decisions?

The Mud Pond area today is the result of thousands of years of active management by wildlife; this
created a unique natural area replete with animal and nesting bird species, and aquatic flora and fauna,
that are vanishingly rare elsewhere. This land changes in 20-30 year cycles as the water table is adjusted
by wildlife, and such a simple change as permitting hunting/trapping again (as was allowed for many
years before the area was conserved by local residents) would have a dramatic impact—including on the
water table on adjacent land. Conservation of of the Mud Pond area was not driven by the Williston
town plan, nor by WVPD, but by conservation-minded local residents and landowners who saw an
opportunity to preserve the Mud Pond area in perpetuity. The land was held privately and much of it
was donated. Deeding it to the town as a conservation area was seen by these landowners as the final
step in preservation; having the town pass off that responsibility to a third party whose goals, mission—
and even long term existence—might be subject to change would undermine the agreement made
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between the town and those residents who spent many years and many thousands of dollars trying to
convince others that it was a natural area worth preserving. This seems wrong to me. While a reversion
agreement with WVPD may seem like simple solution, once an area is taken out of active management
by town staff/committees and is ‘off the radar screen’, problems that may arise (e.g. management
decisions that adversely impact nearby landowners or are at odds with the Comprehensive plan goals)
will be much harder to bring forward and solve. We’ve all had the experience of loaning something to a
well-intentioned neighbor, only to have to go retrieve it at a later date and find that we now have to fix
it once we got it back. Why go there?

My opposition to this proposal is not based on any specific objection to WVPD or its leadership, or their
goals or priorities. But as a lifelong resident of Williston who has spent considerable time on town
committees trying to help us preserve our rural character and protect sensitive land, | must say | don’t
recall that WVPD was much of a factor in the majority of those deliberations, nor have resources held by
WVPD or WVPD staff been a substantial part of most park, conservation, and recreational land
development and protection in our town over the 60+ years I've lived here.

| urge you to table WVPD’s proposal that we hand over the established Mud Pond Conservation area to
their management, and instead to renegotiate a fee structure with WVPD in a way that supports their
regional activities but is still fair to Williston residents. Alternatively, would the $32,000 annual fee now
paid to WVPD better serve both Williston’s and WVPD’s goals by spending the money on an additional
Williston PZD Conservation staff person who’s time would be spent doing the same work WVPD might
do, but in Williston? WVPD doesn’t do much here now. Or there may be new conservation projects that
WVPD could actively contribute to (such as recreational access to the Winooski River) that would be a
priority to both the town and WVPD for which WVPD staff, expertise, and resources could be applied to
help establish as park or conservation areas. And their demonstration of commitment and resources
over time, as those new spaces are developed, could build that trust and partnership that would be
critical to the long term management of those spaces and a long-term ‘change in the narrative’.

Thank you for considering my thoughts on this subject.

Sincerely,

David W. Yandell

CC: Members of the Williston Conservation Commission



