On behalf of White Grass Touring Center and Café located in Tucker County we would like to Comment on the Canaan Valley FWS CCP Draft Plan.  
We support Alternative B; it contains a good blend of ideas with an increase of Refuge projects and involvements.  Many needed improvements are addressed in this plan and much consideration has been painstakingly undertaken.  With the support we also add these comments and suggestions;
We wholeheartedly support the initial station management concept where public access would be of great concern within this Refuge. Canaan Valley is a remote destination vacation and resort area with a thin economy dependent almost entirely on tourism. Eliminating services and traditional access to the public has negative social and economic consequences.  A balance can perhaps be found in protecting habitat and species while addressing the need and advantages of human trail access. Trail users are oftentimes your core support group, especially as they experience the Refuge first hand in the field. 

Any further reduction of trail access from our standpoint would not be preferred.  The Powderline and Three Mile XC Trail sections within the Cheat Mountain Salamander habitat provide the only safe access to and from Bald Knob as well as the Canaan Valley Ski Area peak. These are cornerstones to our system with rerouting or replacement impossible.  Guests would be cut off from many trails within the Canaan Valley State Park, Randall Reed, and Brian Black’s. Maintaining loops with the lack of dead ends and closed trails are essential in running a successful touring center, especially considering the historical use and expectations of the winter public.
Trail width is of major concern on the hilly parts of Powderline and not as crucial along the flatter Three Mile.  Safety is a number one priority and our record for injuries is very low. We hope to keep it that way. The ability to groom these popular byways helps provide safe dependable winter travel for all that come to experience these Refuge trails.  Narrow trails are more difficult to ski and groom.  We hope a balance can be found.
We offer up to you a huge resource of manpower and tools to help with rare and endangered species habitat.  All disturbances and pressures within the Refuge should be identified with a plan for restoration.  We would be willing to help in any way possible in order to help mitigate the passage along the two trails above. Last year over 2000 hours of volunteer labor was spent on the WG trails with much of it within the Refuge boundary.  Erosion along these roads is near zero as a result of the annual care. 
If there are roads, other openings, skids, or any other habitat disturbance within the Kelly Elkins tract we would suggest focusing attention repairing there where it would directly help populations without the negative impacts of eliminating or reducing the size of Three Mile and Powderline trails.
We would offer help with any new studies being done or support ongoing research with the subject of trails splitting up habitat and populations.  We would help build diversions and boardwalks where needed. We would like to be a part of a solution and ongoing research project.
Neighboring Timberline Ski Area and their wide ski trails impact rare and endangered species habitat and we wondered what mitigation is being addressed in this case? Does it apply to our situation in the fact they are both on Federal lands?

Our lodge and website advertise and support the Refuge and provide many people a way of becoming informed and involved. In winter an average of 3000 visitors per day log on to our daily updates page where much info on the Refuge is highlighted. We feature many photos of the Refuge events as well as scenery and comments our guests send in concerning the Refuge.  It provides an outreach and mouthpiece for the Refuge helping  accomplishing some of its goals. 
We support the north south trail and feel it is important to the Refuge’s reputation to complete it now that it has become such a major subject.  Any help Tucker County can get to maintain its outdoor environmental atmosphere and persona will aid in the goals of the Refuge and could help ward off big development. The less outdoor opportunities we have coupled with reduced access could favor the shopping-consuming clientele that choose to develop and alter their surroundings.  Non motorized trails leading to and from Canaan Valley Park, The Refuge, and Davis will help further the FWS mission and create many wildlife dependant opportunities. 
We support an east west route that would somehow be up to standards and affordable. It sounds impossible to build when reading the CCP. Keep it on the back burner as access to the wetland edges of the central valley will dazzle and amaze any that get there.  The present day wetlands and the water impediment from the railroad grades do not represent the original forested Spruce bogs and we feel if money and time is spent it should be to repair these grades and not disassemble them.
Placing the access of winter Refuge trails on a public bid basis needs to be fine tuned and clarified. If this method is taken the bidder should be required to provide many of the traditional services the public has become accustomed to. There needs to be a way of making sure one doesn’t take control of the trails and access through a bid and then not use or groom the trails thereby eliminating competition.  All the terms of the present special use permit should be included. The term of the new agreement should be multi seasonal so as to reduce the paper work and public notice and annual costs of administering the concession.  Habitat improvements, trail work and other cooperative undertakings could benefit from a longer term agreement.
Considering our winter visitors make up a large portion of the reported 20,000 per year and that we are offer many free educational tours and the trails are signed with wildlife information we ask that you continue your ongoing relationship with White Grass with all the access that now exists. We fuel support and aid in the mission of the Refuge. Signage has been added to the Refuge winter only trails that enhance the environmental/educational experience. Cross country skiers and snowshoers surely provide one your largest visitor groups as well as some of the most loyal Refuge supporters. 

We strive to take good care of the environment at all times and leave it better than what we have found.  Thank you for allowing us to comment on the plan and our hats are off with a job well done on the document.  It will become a lifelong cherished reference for the outdoor educator. 
OPTIONAL  READING / A History of WG and the Refuge
We helped support the WV Highlands Conservancy in the 1970’s and became aware of Canaan Valley and pumped storage project battle. We relocated our ski and restaurant business from Virginia there in the early 1980’s and have maintained and leased xc and snowshoe trails on the Kelly Elkins and Graham tracts since 1981. Chip Chase, owner and founder of White Grass was well read on the subject of Canaan and lead discussions in the area as well as in the schools through the tutelage of local experts David and Linda Cooper Elkinton.  We led a canoe trip with Congressman Alan Mollohan and family through the north end of the valley paddling up support for the Refuge in the late 80’s. Some of us worked with Dr. Ed Michael, WV wildlife professor in charge of much of the environmental research for the Davis Power Project.

We continued our access agreement along the Kelly Elkins tract with the Conservation Fund and were told we had to abandon several trails and mileage when the Fish and Wildlife took possession of the property the following year. At the same time we requested continuation of our established Gateway to the Refuge snowshoe hikes we had been leading into the Harr tract. We expanded the number of free educational tours, offered more varying subjects with expert leadership and have been seeing a growing number of participants ever since.  A large effort was undertaken in taking down and cleaning up old rusty  fence lines along Freeland Road bordering the original Harr tract as well as helping with other Refuge projects
Our involvement with the Canaan Valley National Wildlife Refuge began in earnest in the early nineties with the initial formation of a Refuge support group.  The first meeting was held at Chip Chase’s house with subsequent larger gatherings at the White Grass Ski Center.  We appealed to the Tucker County Commission at every meeting for a year until their decision to support was made.  We attended and commented at many of the initial community open houses and helped support USFWS biologist Chris Clower and Jim Rawson from the WV DNR.  Chip was one of the first President’s of the Friends of the 500th. Since the beginning we have been one of the strongest and more involved local business supporters. To this day we remain a cooperative neighbor, friend, and strong volunteer force.   

