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1 1. Q. Please state your name and address.

2

3 A. My name is Valerie Desmarais and I reside at 2517 Brook Road, West Burke,

4 Vermont.

5

6 2. Q. What is your business or occupation?

7

8 A. I am a Territory Manager for a national foodservice supply company, US Foods.

9

10 3. Q. Please describe your home with respect to the proposed MET tower.

11

12 A. My home is approximately 4 miles southwest of Hawk Rock. The proposed MET

13 tower would not be visible from my home.

14

15 4. Q. Why as a layperson are you qualified to speak to bear habitat in the area of

16 the proposed MET tower?

17

18 A. My father was a Certified Vermont Guide and was renowned for his knowledge

19 of the woods and wildlife. From a very young age, I was under his tutelage and taught to

20 observe and organize the information present in the woods and streams. His knowledge

21 was great, and he was asked by Vermont Black Bear biologist Charles Willey to

22 participate in the State's first black bear study in 1968; the study was initially fora 5-year
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1 period and was extended for another 5 years. This federally funded study was intended to

2 determine the biological basis for black bear management. I was fortunate to have been

3 able to participate and learn from this seminal work, which has provided me a basis for

4 the continuing study of bears, bear habits and habitats, and their distribution and

5 characteristics. As my father was a Certified Guide, it was his professional task and

6 responsibility to know where to find bear at any point in the hunting season. Hunting

7 with the aid of dogs allows for a summer training period, with extra exposure to bear

8 activity for training purposes. I was heavily involved in the handling and training of the

9 dogs. We scouted areas where bear would likely be, according to seasonal food sources,

10 looking for a recent bear track that the dogs could follow in pursuit of a bear. This was

11 how I spent my summers for many years.

12

13 5. Q. Please describe your familiarity with the Northeast Kingdom, especially the

14 area including and surrounding Hawk Rock.

15

16 A. With the exception of a few years, I am a lifelong, native resident of the Northeast

17 Kingdom. In the last few years, I have explored the most remote sections of this area on

18 horseback. I have averaged over 700 miles a summer in the Wildlife Management Areas

19 north of my home in Burke, as well as the West Branch of the Nulhegan, the area around

20 the former Radar Base, Seneca Mountain and the Madison Basin out to Paul Stream and

21 Maidstone Lake, and the Victory Bog trails. I am most at home in these places and have

22 observed an abundance of wildlife throughout. I frequently see moose, deer, and bear. I
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1 have seen coyotes, foxes, beaver, mink, and otters. I typically ride alone by choice, as

2 this affords me the best opportunity to observe wildlife and continue learning about their

3 traits and preferred habitats. Spending several hundred hours annually outdoors in the

4 woods in this region generates a great familiarity with the wildlife species that inhabit the

5 area.

[~

7 6. Q. What is the purpose of your testimony?

n

9 A. The purpose of my testimony is to present observations and conclusions relevant

10 to the impact of MET Tower construction at the sites indicated in SMW's application:

11 Hawk Rock in Newark, and the Brighton and Bull Mountain sites in Brighton.

12

13 7. Q. Please describe the methodology and time spent on your observations

14 relevant to Hawk Rock.

15

16 A. Because I was denied access to Hawk Rock on October 10, 2012, I could not

17 complete my work there. However, I had previously been able to make three site visits to

18 the study area. I travelled with the goal of documenting black bear habitat and food

19 sources specifically.

20

21 On August 6, I observed heavy black bear feeding activity in the abundant soft

22 mast that characterizes the early successional growth prevalent around much of Hawk
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1 Rock. Bear are not particularly inclined to knock down a lot of raspberry and blackberry

2 canes; rather than mauling through the patch, they will pull the fruit off, so their paths are

3 easy to distinguish. Bear activity can be seen in Exhibits NNU-VD-1 and NNU-VD-2.

4 The feeding activity was extensive, as there was a bountiful crop of blackberries.

5

6 Owing to the late summer drought, I was able to find only a partial track. I also

7 observed several anthills that had been disturbed by bear. Ant brood (larvae) is an

8 important food source for black bears from late spring to early summer. Ant brood is

9 often a bear cub's first solid food. Typically, the bear will work ant colonies under rocks

10 or in logs and stumps. Turning over an anthill means more dirt and debris for the bear and

11 is the last resort when other ant brood is exhausted. The presence of the disturbed anthills

12 in late summer suggests a few possibilities relative to bear food sources at Hawk Rock: I

13 would speculate that there are several bear families sharing the resource at this location,

14 which could indicate as many as 6 or 7 bear in that area.

15

16 On August 11, I returned to Hawk Rock and was able to document more soft mass

17 consumption by bear and more ant hill disturbance (see Exhibit NNU-VD-3). I worked

18 back and forth between the conserved forest and the area being developed. I was struck

19 by the vast amount of earth work being done at Hawk Rock (see Exhibits NNU-VD-4

20 and NNU-VD-S). The new roads are enormous! I found many game trails, most

21 obviously used by deer and moose, with lots of scat and some fresh rubs where the deer

22 had left their mark.
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1

2 Finally, I accompanied Winston Newland on August 14 to observe terrific bear

3 den spots and even more game trails.

4

5 8. Q. What attributes constitute a "terrific bear den spot?"

7 A. Food resources and contiguous forest are necessary to keep disturbances at a

8 minimum and to provide nutrition before and after the denned period. The tract at Hawk

9 Rock has successive food sources, very important to maximizing caloric impact. Bear

10 range on an average of 15 square miles. The area at and around Hawk Rock has a near-

11 perfect progression of food sources in great variety within that geographic footprint:

12 flowering plants that attract bees and consequently yield honey, summer soft mast and

13 fruiting trees (mountain ash, viburnam, elderberry, chokecherries, wild apples), and

14 beech tree stands. Beyond that, several other critical factors make the Hawk Rock site

15 compelling with respect to denning. For example, the enormous array of igneous rocks

16 that have evolved to ledges and crevices are perfect places for winter hibernation. The

17 multitude of options is very important, as a bear will utilize a different den each year.

18 Finally, the forested area supplies a variety of spring leaves, buds, and flowers that make

19 up the spring diet of the emerging bear family.

20
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1 9. Q. What, if any, impact will the proposed MET tower have on this wildlife

2 habitat and the survival of the species in this location?

3

4 A. The key to a healthy bear population lies totally within the control of humans.

5 The destruction and disruption of woodland bear habitat is the most significant factor

6 within our control. Even small habitat changes, such as are being proposed at Hawk

7 Rock, may appear inconsequential as they are discussed within this context. However,

8 there is a cumulative effect to these intrusions, and it will have an adverse impact on bear

9 population. "To look into the future and try to predict the status of Vermont's black bear

10 population in 50 or 100 years can only be speculative. Sound management practices,

11 continued development, and environmental laws will all play important roles in the future

12 prosperity or decline of Vermont's bear population. The continued availability of

13 adequate bear habitat will be a key factor. Without it, even the most sound management

14 practices will fail."i

15

16 10. Q. Could you discuss some specific negative impacts that would result from the

17 construction of the road and proposed MET tower site at Hawk Rock?

18

19 A. According to Susan Morse of the nationally acclaimed Morse &Morse Forestry

20 and Wildlife Consultants, negative impacts to ecosystems include habitat fragmentation,

21 soil erosion, and water quality degradation. Roads and trails introduce significant

1 The Vermont Black Bear, by Charles H. Willey, Vermont Fish and Game Department, 1975, p. 45.
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1 stressars into the natural community and can disturb the foraging, resting, and denning

2 habitats that sustain numerous species. A road alters the surrounding area far beyond its

3 actual "footprint" and has been shown to impact wildlife thousands of feet into the

4 adjacent forest. These "distance effects" within an area of influence surrounding a road,

5 or even a trail, can cause displacement of wildlife from otherwise suitable habitats.2

C~

7 11. Q. After reviewing the prefiled testimony submitted in this matter on behalf of

8 the applicant by Jeffrey Parsons, what is your opinion with regard to the scope of

9 his testimony and wildlife analysis?

10

11 A. I have reviewed the prefiled testimony of Jeffrey Parsons, submitted November

12 14, 2012, on behalf of Seneca Mountain Wind. It is my opinion that his habitat

13 assessment was extremely limited, in terms of both the area he surveyed and the actual

14 amount of time he spent performing the field studies. His conclusions seem to be based

15 on looking for a few specific signs of activity, whereas there had already been a huge

16 surge of incursion in the area in the form of road building and massive reconstruction of

17 existing roads. The total time spent by Mr. Parsons conducting his assessment was only

18 all or a portion of 4 days. One of those days was as part of a group, the PSB site visit. I

19 propose that this is an insufficient amount of time to survey an area and understand the

Z Pre-filed Direct Testimony of Susan Morse, Antrim Wind, LLC, SEC Docket No. 2012-01 (NH), July 31,

2012, p. 4
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1 wildlife and the habitat use.

2

3 Two of the visits were conducted in wintertime, January 5 and March 14. Given

4 the elevation at Hawk Rock (1935 feet), it is unlikely that Mr. Parsons would be able to

5 catalogue RTE plants, vernal pools, or even wetlands during those visits. More

6 importantly, Mr. Parsons' assessment of black bear food sources at or near Hawk Rock

7 seems to have been limited to a day or part of a day on June 12. Mr. Parsons states that

8 "necessary wildlife habitat," as a term used in Act 250, consists of 2 distinct types of food

9 sources (1) fall mast ... such as beechnuts ... and acorns ... and (2) wetlands with

10 specific species compositions ...." Mr. Parsons focuses almost entirely on the presence

11 ofbear-scarred beeches and gives no mention of the other abundant food resources at

12 Hawk Rock. Mr. Parson states that the closest bear-scarred beech to the proposed MET

13 tower site is 120 feet away. That is approximately 30 or 40 "bear steps" from the

14 proposed intrusion.

15

16 12. Q. Please describe the importance of Bull Mountain and the area described as

17 the Brighton MET tower site with respect to black bear food sources.

18

19 A. I have spent many hundreds of hours in the vicinity of these mountains and know

20 the area well. This tract of land is remarkable for its vast stretches of mostly uninhabited

21 woodland. Although roads do bisect some parts of the mountains, they are mostly gated

22 and rarely travelled except by foot (or horseback, as in my case). Both proposed sites are
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1 located within Wildlife Management Unit E. All of unit E is considered "very good black

2 bear habitat" and is designated as a reproduction area.3 Black bear require large areas,

3 and here they have it in mostly isolated and rarely visited high-quality habitat. It is

4 impossible to talk about black bear food sources without a discussion of their habitat.

6 13. Q. Can you be more specific on how the proposed Bull Mt. and Brighton MET

7 Towers project would affect bear food sources?

9 A. The proposed Bull Mountain site is located just several yards away from two

10 significant food sources for black bear: an established beech tree stand and a wetland.

11 Since wetlands green up first, wetland grasses and green leafy plants are the primary food

12 source for resident bear in the spring. From the time that they emerge from their dens to

13 late July, bear activity centers around forested wetlands. Construction of a MET tower

14 during the spring is quite likely to disrupt the bear from availing themselves of this vital

15 food source. The established beech tree stand is also within several yards of the proposed

16 tower [see Exhibits NNU-VD-6 (courtesy of Justin Lindholm) and NNU-VD-7].

17 Construction and the human activity that accompanies it are also quite likely to have a

18 negative impact on the bears' long-established history of feeding in this area. Beechnuts

19 have the highest nutritional value and are the most desired food of bears seeking to store

20 energy before their winter denning period.

21

3 West Mountain WMA Plan, Vermont Agency of Natural Resources, 2002, p. 44.
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1 The Brighton site is also about 600 feet away from a large wetland area, and in

2 the midst of several smaller wetlands, and about 2 miles north of the beech stand

3 associated with the proposed Bull Mountain site. Construction activity here is also bound

4 to have a negative impact on bear food acquisition. Both the wetlands and the beech tree

5 stand are necessary bear habitat as defined by Act 250: "Necessary wildlife habitat is

6 defined as concentrated habitat which is identifiable and is demonstrated as being

7 decisive to the survival of a species of wildlife at any period in its life."4

8

9 14. Q. Can you be more specific about how the proposed construction activity

10 would affect habitat values at both the Bull Mountain and Brighton sites?

11

12 A. The proposed construction activity can be interpreted as development and,

13 ultimately, habitat fragmentation. In the chapter on "Threats to Vermont's Natural

14 Heritage" from Conserving Vermont's Natural Heritages habitat fragmentation is

15 described in great detail. As it relates to our understanding of black bear food sources in

16 the vicinity of Bull Mountain and the Brighton MET tower site, I quote: "In forested

17 natural communities fragmentation can lead to increased species vulnerability ....

18 Fragmentation disrupts natural connections between habitats that are essential for the

19 movement, and ultimately the survival, of many species of large, wide-ranging carnivores

20 such as black bears, bobcats and fishers." The degradation of habitat is considered the

4 Act 250 Permit Newsletter, vol. 6, issue 1, p. 2.

5 Conserving Vermont's Natural Heritage, by J. Austin et al., Vermont Fish and Wildlife Department

and the Agency of Natural Resources, 2004, p. 17.
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1 greatest threat to our wildlife populations. This publication also asserts that black bear

2 habitat (and by definition, food sources) has suffered a 33%loss as a result of regulated

3 development. This figure does not include development unregulated by the state, which

4 affects (bear) habitat outside the state's land use regulations (Act 250) at an unknown

5 rate. Consequently, the 33% is (by their description) "very conservative."

D

7 15. Q. What is your opinion with regard to the scope of Mr. Parson's testimony

8 and analysis with regard to black bear food sources at Bull Mountain?

D

10 A. I have reviewed the prefiled testimony of Mr. Parsons. Since he does not quantify

11 his visits to the Bull Mountain MET tower site, it is difficult to understand just how much

12 time he spent on Bull Mountain. Mr. Parsons does indicate ̀ `desktop review" and one

13 field visit to the property. In my opinion, the applicant's consultant would need much

14 more time to accurately census the variety and location of black bear food availability.

15 The variability of bear feeding habits as dictated by season, availability. and abundance

16 necessitates a more thorough review.

17

18 16. Q. What is your opinion with regard to the scope of Mr. Parson's testimony

19 and analysis with regard to black bear food sources at the proposed Brighton MET

20 tower site?

21

22 A. Since Mr. Parsons's testimony does not quantify his visits, it is tough to know
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1 with any certainty how much time he spent at the proposed site. Mr. Parsons mentions

2 "numerous other occasions," but such a subjective phrase is insufficient to describe with

3 any accuracy the actual hours spent on field research.

4

5 17. Q. Can you be more specific about Mr. Parsons' analysis?

D

7 A. I was struck by the omission of detail as it relates to black bear use of higher

8 elevation habitat. Bull Mountain and the Brighton site are over 2300 feet in elevation.

9 According to Will Staats, a biologist for the State of NH Fish and Game, "We know from

10 research efforts and other evidence that bears often favor the higher elevation forested

11 habitat as an important component of their home range. The relative lack of human

12 disturbance typical of these higher mountain ridges provides the solace favorable to these

13 animals."6 Mr. Staats also described what makes this higher elevation habitat unique:

14 "The higher elevation forests are significantly different in terms of wildlife habitat ...

15 these areas are used as a refuge for animals that migrate from developed or compromised

16 habitat at lower elevations ... these remote mountains provide a setting that is relatively

17 free of frequent human disturbance making it conducive to certain species."

18

19 18. Q. Have you had an opportunity to review the prefiled testimony of Michael

20 Lew-Smith? What is your opinion with regard to the scope of Mr. Lew-Smiths

21 testimony as it relates to RTE plant species and natural communities at the

6 Prefiled Testimony of Will Staats, PSB Docket No. 6911, December 13, 2004, p. 7.
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1 proposed MET tower installation at Hawk Rock?

2

3 A. I have read Mr. Lew-Smith's testimony. Earlier in this document, I reported the

4 restrictions imposed on me regarding access to Hawk Rock. These restrictions interfered

5 with my ability to conduct field research related to natural communities relevant to these

6 proceedings. I noted that Mr. Lew-Smith conducted an inventory of RTE plant species

7 that included cataloging "all of the species growing within the footprint of the MET site."

8 Please review Exhibits NNU-VD-4 and NNU-VD-S to get a sense of the scale of earth

9 work conducted at and around Hawk Rock and the proposed MET tower site. It would

10 be highly unlikely that any rare plant could exist under those conditions.

11

12 19. Q. Are you able to offer any observations regarding natural communities at or

13 in the vicinity of Hawk Rock?

14

15 A. Yes. Although my field work was curtailed, I can attest to the fact that there are

16 no actual natural communities within the footprint of the proposed MET tower. However,

17 even my limited access to the proposed site allows me the following observations: there

18 is a large lowland area directly north of the proposed MET tower site. This area is known

19 locally as a deer and moose wintering spot and may also be a significant spring food

20 source for black bears. It is important to note that this testimony reflects my general

21 observations and as such does not constitute a field study of the breadth and detail

22 necessary to understand the complex and diverse features of the proposed project area.
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1 Within this context, I submit that the testimony prepared by the developer's consultant is

2 deficient for the same reason.

4 20. Q. Do you have any concluding thoughts on the proposed MET tower

5 installations at Hawk Rock, Bull Mountain, or the Brighton site?

C•~

7 A. I do. Over the last several months, I have spent countless hours learning about the

8 impacts of fragmentation and development on Vermont's forests and wildlife. Two

9 themes emerged with a high degree of consistency: cumulative impacts and habitat

10 fragmentation. Cumulative impacts are measured in increments and are now recognized

11 as an aggregate of effects that negatively impact bears, their habitat, and other valuable

12 ecosystem components. According to Susan Morse, "... these disturbances are

13 recognized to be incremental and are collectively significant."~ Habitat fragmentation is

14 well known to be detrimental to bear habitat and natural communities. Vermont Fish and

15 Wildlife describes this: "Bears are excellent indicators of other wildlife species that need

16 large tracts of contiguous forests. If we can keep bears in our environment, we can also

17 keep many other species of wildlife in Vermont. The greatest threat to Vermont's bear

18 population is the fragmentation of large blocks of forestland. Forests can be broken up

19 ... such uses of the land threaten bear populations by restricting the large-ranging animal

20 to smaller blocks of habitat, which lowers their ability to reach critical foods. Diverse

~ Pre-filed Direct Testimony of Susan Morse, Antrim Wind, LLC, SEC Docket No. 2012-01 (NH), July 31,

2012, p. 7.
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1 forestland habitat with limited human disturbance is the key to maintaining healthy bear

2 populations."g Habitat fragmentation is defined as the most pervasive threat to

3 Vermont's natural heritage: "The creation of gaps in the forest and barriers to wildlife ...

4 such as commercial development and roads ... result in the direct loss ... of important

5 habitat. The reduction in size of forest patches ... can render the forest and other habitats

6 unsuitable for certain species ... the smaller the habitat patch, the smaller the number of

7 species that can occupy that habitat."9

8

9 The area being considered in this proposal is located adjacent to an 116,845-acre

10 habitat block, which is the second largest in Vermont and ranks third of the state's 4,055

11 habitat blocks for biological and physical landscape diversity value10 (see Vermont Fish

12 and Wildlife Map 4,11 Exhibit NNU-VD-8). The proposed construction of MET tower

13 sites may be alleged as having minimal effects at this time, but the burden of cumulative

14 impacts and fragmentation due to clearing, road construction, and human intrusion will

15 most certainly be detrimental to the long-term health (viability) of these valuable black

16 bear food resources, natural communities, and the regional ecosystems that sustain them.

17

18 21. Q. Does this conclude your testimony?

19 A. Yes.

g Black Bear Fact Sheet, Vermont Fish and Wildlife Department, June 2011.

9 Austin et al., op. cit., p. 20.
to 

Billy Coster, ANR Senior Planner and Policy Analyst, letter to J. Kenworthy, Apri13, 2012.

11,~,~ap 4 ~,e:riont Fish and Wildlife 2012 Regulation hook, p. 54.


