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I’M Leo Knoernschild and was hired by the Arkansas Game & Fish Commission in November, 1971.  I was assigned to Piney Creeks Wildlife Management Area (WMA) and have been on this area for 32 ½ years.  The Bayou Ecosystem Restoration Project we are discussing today is located on NE boundary of Piney Creeks WMA.  

I began as an Area Manager for less than $4,000 per year with a B.S. in Fish & Wildlife Management.  I was a tractor driver for half of my career, supervised 3 employees and then only 1.  Now I am a field biologist for the 2nd 3rd largest U.S.F.S. Cooperative W.M.A in the State of Arkansas, that being the Ozark National Forest and Piney Creeks W.M.A. and I still occasionally have to drive a tractor.  
During the seventies you were given an area and a little equipment, sometimes pretty worn out and told to “manage this area for wildlife”.  Now 95% of agriculture work is done by contract labor.  Thanks for some good partners!!

Piney Creeks W.M.A. is 1 of the 3 oldest U.S.F.S. cooperative W.M.A.’s in Arkansas, established in August 22, 1967.  The Ozark National Forest covers more than 1.2 million acres, the main division is 705,000 acres and Piney Creeks W.M.A. is 173,666 acres located in northwestern Arkansas specifically in Johnson, Newton and Pope Counties.  The “Ozarks” are really part of the Boston Mountains and the southern end of the Springhill plateau also known as the Ozark Highlands.  The Boston Mountains are characterized by narrow V-shaped valleys that are bordered by a combination of steep-sided slopes and vertical bluffs of sandstone and limestone soaring beside clear streams.  Piney Creeks is a cooperative wildlife management project between the Arkansas Game & Fish Commission, United States Forest Service and United States Fish & Wildlife Services.  It is located on three Ranger Districts, the Bayou, Buffalo and the Pleasant Hill. Located on three districts has it advantages and disadvantages.  Working with 3 different personalities generally made it easier, if you could convince one there by allowing the other two to go along.
Locating and constructing (with a bulldozer contract) food plots or wildlife openings began in 1968 and was completed in 1979.  Originally 364 plots were built but due to several factors only 320 are now maintained on a three-year cycle.  Many plots were built in old home sites or fields that had partially grown-up.  According to one USFS Wildlife Biologist, that was the general plan developed on his district in the late sixties and seventies.  These home sites were actually marked with paint.  Others were approved in rocky or glade-like areas and sometimes post-oak flats which certainly weren’t the most productive soils.  The emergence of food plots and wildlife openings planted in winter perennials was maybe the most valuable tool that was developed during this time by AG&FC with USFS.

Monies for constructing food plots were provided by G&FC because none existed on Ranger Districts.  Actually in those days, most of the Forest Service money was allocated to timber management.  Funding for wildlife was only $3,000 per year on the Ranger District.  But that was not necessarily all bad because the timber work opened up the Forest and provided excellent wildlife habitat.  Today we are only doing about 10% of the pre-commercial thinning and timber stand improvements that we did in the seventies.

The free cattle range program also changed and changed the habitat.  In 1969 fees for grazing were begun.  Thirty-five years later all active permit tees can be counted on 1 hand on all 3 districts.  The bad part is that when grazing was reduced so was the burning of those range allotments, thus shutting down a valuable tool.
Then I remember all wildlifers exuberant attitude with the passage of the Sikes Act of 1976-77.  This was going to be unlimited funds for wildlife habitat management.  Justification for spending dollars were done across the entire forest, submitted and funded for 1 or 2 years… and it disappeared.  The same year “2, 4D” was outlawed on National Forest lands which stopped chemical conversion of hardwoods to promote pine plantations.  The heliports were shut down!

I remember the first legal doe hunt in Piney Creeks WMA.  It was 1 of 5 areas throughout the state which was open.  It was held in 1972 where 297 bucks and 174 does were checked.  During the first year of a WMA in 1967, 76 bucks were checked.  The deer population originated from two deer refuges established in 1926 known as Haw Creek and Moccasin Creek.  During the sixties and early seventies most deer were on public lands or National Forest… very few survived on private until the eighties.  Now our better populations are on larger tracts of private. Piney Creeks deer harvest peaked in 1996 at 670 deer checked.  Our statewide deer harvest peaked in 1999-2000 at 184,186.
The Wild Turkey, a majestic bird was also stocked in Piney Creeks during the mid-sixties and later during the seventies.  The early years only a few counties were opened to turkey hunting with 6 birds being checked in Pope County.  The same county checked 676 gobblers and rated 3rd in the state in the spring of 2003.

Thirteen ruffed Grouse release sites were stocked during the mid eighties.  All sites were in northwest Arkansas and a minimum of 100 birds per site were stocked.  The Sulfur Creek release site had 135 stocked during September 1987.  Sulfur Creek is located in the northeast corner of Piney Creeks WMA.  The release was determined unsuccessful. 

Black bear were captured in Northern Minnesota and Manitoba, Canada and released on several different sites in Piney Creeks WMA.  Bowman road had several releases.  Bear trapping began in 1958 and concluded in 1968 with 254 released in the interior highlands on public lands in northwest Arkansas.  The first legal hunt was held in 1980 and harvest information from the 2003 fall season indicates that 45 of 201 bear in Zone 1 were from Piney Creeks and Ozark National Forest WMA.
We do have great partners that have supported our work on Piney Creeks and also on the Ozark National Forest WMA as well as other cooperative WMA’s throughout the state.  The Arkansas chapter of the National Wild Turkey Federation through its Super Fund monies raised from banquets statewide has given $108,875.  This is for the last 10 years.  The Ozark National Forest WMA established in 1999 has received $43,000 in the last 3 years.  These funds were used for building gates and enhancement of food plots and wildlife openings. 
The Bayou and Buffalo Ranger Districts have contributed by Challenge Cost-share Agreements since 2001.  There have been 54,000 matched by AG&FC monies to enhance food plots and fields and to keep acquired lands in an open field status.  Thanks for these two partners U.S. Forest Service and National Wild Turkey Federation.  I’m glad we’re making the effort to protect open areas such as food plots, wildlife openings and fields.  I’m glad that we have partners that agree!

In summary, I have grown up with this Forest and watched as many wildlife species go from non-existent to flourishing.  We have a lot to be proud of!  I am concerned however about the future!  The Forest is getting older and we watched as nearly 400,000 acres of red oaks died in the last 5 years due to red oak borers.  We have also experienced declines in the deer population over the past 3-4 years.  I think the woods are trying to tell us that they are stressed, that they need more thinning, and more burning.  While I have just recently heard about Stewardship Contracting, it sounds just like the kind of tool we need to get more active management done on the ground.  And you can bet that the Arkansas Game and Fish commission will be there to help in any way we can.

To end on a positive note, the Ozark National Forest burned more acreage this past season than ever recorded… 72,000 acres.

