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Volunteers help establish New England Cottontail habitat in southeastern NH

May 15, 2012, DURHAM, NH Ten New Hamp-
shire towns have been deemed focus manage-
ment areas for the New England Cottontail
(NEC) Initiative. Dame Forest in Durham and
Bellamy River Wildlife Management Area
(WMA) in Dover were sites of recent efforts to
establish NEC habitat. Over the course of
three spring weekends, roughly 60 volunteers
gathered at the two locations and assisted with
the planting of a number of shrubs expected to
enhance the NEC habitat. Many of the individu-
als assisted through the Earth Team Volun-
teers (ETV) Program.

Dame Forest, owned by the Society for
the Protection of New Hampshire Forests
(Forest Society), was clearcut in February 2012
in preparation for restoration efforts. Clearcut-
ting allows seedlings and saplings to develop,
creating dense shrubland that is ideal for cot-
tontails.

Formerly farm fields, the WMA is owned
by NHFG, and is located on the western shore
of the Bellamy River. The NHFG wants to es-
tablish shrubland on roughly half of the area’s
428 acres, which would make the site the
state’s largest project area on state land.

Over three weekends, ETVs planted 50
containers of juniper and 2,050 bare-root
shrubs consisting of silky dogwood, grey dog-
wood, and American hazelnut between the two
sites. Emma Carcagno (UNHCE, Wildlife Spe-
cialist), Don Keirstead (NH-NRCS, Ecologist),
and Jim Oehler (NHFG, Biologist) were present
and helped to supervise the plantings of the
shrubs. Plantings were based on recommenda-
tions by NRCS and the University of New

Volunteers learning about the New England Cottontail habitat
during one of the three, spring planting days.

Planting at the Bellamy Wildlife Management Area. Approxi-
mately 30 EVTs met at the WMA site in early May. Emma

Carcagno (UNHCE, Wildlife Specialist), Don Keirstead (NH- Hampshire Cooperative Extension (UNHCE).
NRCS, Ecologist), and Jim Oehler (NHFG, Biologist) helped The locations were chosen since popu-
supervise the plantings of the shrubs. Creating the desired lations of the endangered cottontail are known
habitat on the WMA site alone required that 20,000 shrubs to inhabit adjacent areas. The goal of estab-
were planted. lishing shrubland habitat is that the rabbits will

move into the larger area and increase in num-
bers. Hills Forest, owned by the Forest Soci-
ety, and Bunker Creek, owned by NHFG, are two abutting properties located about 1.5 miles from the
WMA. In addition, the New Hampshire Audubon’s Bellamy River Wildlife Sanctuary is located just south
of the WMA. Partners have conducted cottontails restoration efforts in all three locations.
The volunteers, recruited by NHACD, UNHCE, and NRCS, were a welcome and critical compo-
nent of the habitat restoration efforts. Prior to the work weekends, Keirstead and Oehler were solely re-



sponsible for many of the plantings. To
add muscle, 12 members of the UNH
Women’s Swim Team joined the crew at
the WMA. This is not the first time that
the swimmers have provided service
hours to UNHCE, and we are hopeful that
it will not be the last. Based on the 2012
estimated value of volunteer time, the
combined 300 volunteer hours over the
three weekends contributed over $6,500
toward the NEC Initiative*.
With the shrubs already in the ground,

- - the next step is to monitor the plantings to
Volunteers hard at work planting bare-root shrubs make sure they become established.
The thick cover anticipated by the plant-
ing efforts also necessitates a watchful eye to monitor invasive species growth.

About the Rabbit

The New England Cottontail (Sylvilagus transitionalis) is listed as an endangered
species in New Hampshire and Maine. The NEC is the only rabbit native to the areas east
of the Hudson River in NY. At one time, it's range included all six New England states and
extended to the southeastern part of New York. According to the US Fish and Wildlife Ser-
vice (FWS), between the late 1800s and the 1960s, the Eastern Cottontail (S.floridanus)
was introduced to the NEC’s native range.
Since then, the NEC’s range has reportedly
diminished by 75-86 percent, with no species
reported in VT.

Being a habitat specialist, the NEC
requires at least 25 acres of continuous early
successional habitat within a larger land- I
scape. Key features of prime habitat include
dispersal corridors, shrub wetlands, wood-
land clearcuts, and smaller parcels containing |
dense thickets. The cottontail relies on the
thicket habitat for protection from predation.
Landscape fragmentation, loss of habitat
from succession, infestations of invasive
plants such as multiflora rose (Rosa multi Carcagno, Keirstead, and Oehler oversaw the plant
ﬂo.ra)’. honeysuckle (Lonicera ‘?p p-), and Asi- ings o?ov;ar 2,050 Vi;ginia rose, silky dogwood,pand
atic bittersweet (Celastrus orbiculatus), and bayberry bare-roots plants at two with the help of the
alterations of hydrology are the most common E7vs.
resource concerns affecting NEC. White-
tailed deer provide an additional concern of altering the NECs'’ habitat structure and com-
munity since the deer eat many of the same foods as the NEC.

About the programs

In a special initiative to recover the NEC, USDA Natural Resources Conservation
Service (NRCS) and FWS have partnered in the Working Lands for Wildlife, which is funded
by the Wildlife Habitat Incentive Program (WHIP). New Hampshire is one of six states



working with NRCS and FWS to implement the NEC Initiative. Under this initiative, a number
of organizations including the New Hampshire Association of Conservation Districts (NHACD),
New Hampshire Fish and Game (NHFG), the Society for the Protection of New Hampshire For-
ests (SPNHF), and the University of New Hampshire Cooperative Extension (UNHCE) have
partnered to establish a habitat for the cottontail.

Project Partners include:

The New Hampshire Association of Conservation Districts (NHACD)
New Hampshire Fish and Game (NHFG)

The Society for the Protection of New Hampshire Forests (SPNHF)
University of New Hampshire Cooperative Extension (UNHCE)
Environmental Defense Fund, US Fish and Wildlife Service
Northeast Association of Fish and Wildlife Agencies

National Fish and Wildlife Foundation

Wildlife Management Institute

USDA Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS)

* This estimate is based on the new volunteer value from the Independent Sector for
Fiscal Year 2012, which is $21.79 per volunteer hour.
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