To Members of the China Community:

The Town of China Forestry Committee has reviewed the Thurston Park Committee Findings and Recommendations Report published in December 2010.  We appreciate the time, energy and efforts of many members of the committee.  As members of the Town of China Forestry Committee, we would like to respond to the report and share other points to consider.

While reviewing the history of the land located on Map #60 & 65 Lot #8, mention was made of a sawmill and a shingle mill, old logging roads as well as stone walls and stone dams.  Trees were cut for use in the sawmill and shingle mill, yet the report failed to mention the 80+ acres of fields noted on 1916/1942 USGS maps.   There may be some old trees on this land, but the majority of this land has been working field and forest for well over 100 years.  This historical use should not be overlooked but should be part of balanced plan that reflects traditional land uses.    For example, restoring the dam could showcase the craftsmanship and ingenuity of our early settlers as they worked this challenging environment.  Future objectives may include areas of mature stands but the area could not be defined as “old-growth” for many, many years.  By definition, the term “old-growth” means much more than just having old trees.  It includes biodiversity of plants and animals, stands of trees with varying ages, and many other factors.   Leaving an area to grow naturally does not guarantee that the forest will never change.  Forests are dynamic ecosystems and undergo natural changes just as sustainably-managed forests change. Ice storms, insects, invasive species, wildfires and other natural events can impact a forest as much as poor harvesting operations. 

With respect to these natural forest dynamics and responsible land stewardship, the town forest committee favors the 2007 Forest Management Plan.  This plan can be the backbone of a land management plan providing  for multiple uses now and into the future.  Eliminating harvesting from certain areas could lead to undesired consequences.   An event similar to the 1998 Ice Storm could lead to a tangled mess of damaged trees that would make the area susceptible to insect invasion, disease or make it virtually impossible to walk through.  Most gardeners know that they need to thin the carrot or bean patch so that the remaining plants can grow to be vigorous and strong.   If too many plants try to compete for limited natural resources, the result is spindly, small plants in a “jungle-like” garden.  If a forest is managed and occasionally thinned, the result can also be healthy, vigorous trees and an area that visitors can enjoy for its recreational and aesthetic values and still provide economic benefits.   Pursuing Forest Certification could be a possible objective.  A well-written, well-executed and well-supervised plan could meet biodiversity objectives, encourage tree growth, support wildlife habitat and maintain sustainable forestry.     

The 2010 Thurston Park Report recommends skidders not be used during harvests.  We support Best Management Practices as defined by the Maine Forest Service.  We also recognize the economic factors that influence a harvest.  The town forest committee feels eliminating or limiting mechanical harvesting and skidders could impose unreasonable restrictions on future harvests.    Mechanical harvesting can be done in a responsible manner that does not destroy the land.  Skidder trails could be cleaned up and used as hiking trails in the park, as was done in the China School Forest.   Any revenues from harvests should be used to enhance the area for the benefit of the land and its visitors.  These harvesting revenues would probably have a minimal impact on reducing property taxes, but could help establish an area that people could enjoy year round. 

In response to the sand/gravel extraction, we see no economic reason to use the sand/gravel from this land at this point in time.  Our town can purchase sand and gravel from local sources at a lower cost than removing it from Thurston Park.  We also believe protocols should be set in place concerning potential future use.  

The town-owned tract of land located on Map #60 & 65, Lot #8, has been the topic of heated discussion around town for many years.  Is it a “park”?  Is it a woodlot?  What is its history?  Which definition of “recreation” should be used?  Should the town put the land up for sale and use the funds for other purposes?  As stewards of the land, who will pay for the work that needs to be done?  Each person seems to have a different idea of how this land should be used now and in the future.   Building consensus will be a challenge as we move forward in the process.  It involves being educated about the issues instead of acting merely on emotion or the desires of a limited group of people.    Future discussions and meetings should be public and transparent to those in the community.  All should be welcome to voice their opinion, not just a few. 
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