Comments and Recommendations on Asylum Lake Policy and Management Council Ecological Management Goals

Richard Brewer

First, let me commend the committee for setting forth--and seeking a review of-- priorities and proposed actions.  It is good practice for any semi-autonomous council or committee of long standing to check current operations against founding principles as well as critiques from  knowledgable interested outsiders.

It is fortunate that the Council and staff of past years showed the good judgment to compile basic historical and other material for a website available to anyone interested in the preserve. I hope that the website is regularly referred to by current council and committee members and staff.

My memory may be faulty, but my recollection is that historical material on the website was at one time more comprehensive.  My first recommendation (1) is that the website be maintained and enlarged by including other existing as well as forthcoming reports and publications (with appropriate credit and permissions).

Other recommendations follow.  I should mention that they are based almost entirely on occasional visits to the Preserve, somewhat more frequent drives past it, and my surmises about these observations.

2.The general approach of restoring prairie and oak savanna seems appropriate and thoroughly in harmony with the original intent of the focus group that produced the documents Declaration of Conservation Restrictions and Management Framework.

3.  Copies of those documents should be provided to every Council and Committee member, possibly every year.  If that is currently being done, my congratulations to the leadership.
  
 	The most important recommendations I have are connected with strengthening protection of conservation values of the preserve.  Several problems (as I see them) seem to stem from deliberate policies of the Council or committees.

4. A large part of the later discussions of the focus group dealt with whether the Asylum Lake property would be a preserve or a public park.  The decision was unequivocal;  it was a preserve.  So it has been, but a considerable amount of recent landscaping and construction has seemed to be in the park direction.  I would not claim that entrance architecture, fences, parking lots, etc. of the last few years are unattractive, but they look like they were meant for a park. They rarely advance the protection of the natural features of the Asylum Lake area.  Also, I suspect they have often been paid for by money from the Kalamazoo Community Foundation, hence money that should be going to ecological management.  
 
5.  Although I agree that restoration of native ecosystems is the right path, I think that the aim should be nearly self sustaining systems that require a minimum of human intervention.  That is, the time should come soon when very little time and money will need to be spent per year on fine tuning plant composition.  An occasional prescribed burn ought to suffice.

6.  A preserve needs a few paths to let scientists, bird-watchers, the public, etc. move around the preserves. But the current path trends seem to be too many and too wide.  I have a feel that the motivation is (1) to have a park and (2) convenience of university grounds staff. Research indicates that trails tend to reduce species diversity. Two related items follow.

7.  Publications provide an acreage figure for Asylum Lake Preserve, but the current preserve is smaller than the original figures: Someone should calculate how much land has been lost by conversions to paths, roads, fences, parking lots, and various other improvements that are not usable habitat.

8.  I have been a dog owner for a larger percent of my life than not, so I would be reluctant to ban dogs from the preserve.  Nevertheless, dogs are harmful or deadly to many aspects of natural function in the wild, and especially to ground-nesting birds such as pheasants, grouse, rails, and various song-birds. Asylum Lake is not a dog park.  A generous concession is to allow dogs if kept on a leash by their owners. My recollection is that there was a time when this rule was enforced by WMU security.  It should be again.

8. The council and committees need to be aware that the loss of the Colony Farm Orchard to development will be damaging to the diversity and stability of the biota of Asylum Lake Preserve.

9.  Water quality, biota, run-off from elsewhere, and related aquatic topics deserve some attention eventually.

I apologize for lack of detail in my commentary.  Time prevents me from enlarging on the points I make; however, at some later time (March or later), I would be happy to discuss matters further. 
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