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	Groton — Perhaps no one in southeastern Connecticut is more eager for spring than the Avalonia Land Conservancy members involved in the Moore Woodlands project. 

That's when the sun's warmth will begin stirring back to life the dormant seeds of native grasses and wildflowers long preserved in the soil. That's when the transformation will begin — from an overgrown thicket of invasive shrubs and vines into one kind of vital wildlife habitat in short supply in Connecticut. 

“It looks like devastation now, but it has the promise of growth,” said Ann Nalwalk, president of the conservancy, which is based in Old Mystic and owns about 2,000 acres in seven adjacent communities. “Before, it was just this impenetrable jungle where you couldn't see anything.” 

Over the past few weeks, a 31/2-acre section of the woodlands, located off Capstan Road near Beebe Pond Park, has been opened up with the aid of a landscape-clearing machine nicknamed a Brontosaurus. 

The tangle that once hid the cove from view and stole the sunlight from the grass and wildflower seeds has been torn, hacked and bushwhacked into submission. What's left is an open area interspersed with white pines and cedar trees, with the former thicket now serving as mulch. 

Nalwalk likes to call the emerging habitat a meadow. Judy Wilson, the state Department of Environmental Protection wildlife biologist who worked with the group, prefers to call it “old field” habitat, or, in more correct biologist jargon, “early successional habitat.” 

Either way, it will help reverse a trend that has contributed to the decline of bird species and other wildlife dependent on open, grassy areas to nest and find insects for food. 

“What we're trying to do is create some habitat diversity,” Wilson said as she walked the site Tuesday morning with Scott Dawley, a member of the conservancy's board of directors. 

Forests, Wilson explained, are hardly the only habitat needed for a healthy statewide ecosystem. Old fields or meadows, which were once abundant as grazing fields for livestock or after natural burnings, flooding and storms, have either grown up into forests or been developed for subdivisions and shopping plazas. The types of animals that depend on these habitats, such as chestnut-sided warblers and hognose snakes, are declining as a result. 

“We've so interrupted the natural processes,” Wilson said. 

Dawley said the conservancy acquired the 27-acre Moore Woodlands about 24 years ago, and for the past several years has wanted to clear this section of the overgrown invasives and dead or dying trees. Then members heard about a new DEP grant program to help convert such land into habitats needed in the state. 

The group won a $9,600 Landowner Incentive Program grant, matching it with $3,200 worth of volunteer labor and other services. The funds paid for the use of the Brontosaurus. Nearby homeowners were notified, Dawley said, and are already enjoying walking a trail on the site that leads into the forested section of the Moore Woodlands and onto trails through Beebe Pond Park. 

“It'll be great for bird watching,” said Dawley, walking past the foundation remnants of a barn that was once part of a turkey farm. 

Wilson said the program began with an $850,000 grant to the DEP in 2004 from the U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service, which has a national program to bring back declining habitats. 

The DEP has thus far paid for 43 projects around the state. In southeastern Connecticut, the Nature Conservancy has tapped these funds for habitat restoration projects at its Pleasant Valley Preserve in Lyme and at the Burnham Brook Preserve in East Haddam. 

“You can make the money go a long way,” Wilson said. 

With the land cleared, she said, about all that's left to do is let nature be; the native bluestem grasses, goldenrod and raspberry bushes will return on their own. Conservancy volunteers will be back in the spring to gather some of the remaining brush into piles that mice, weasels and other wildlife will use as cover, and will mow the grasses periodically. 

Then birds such as bobolinks, Eastern meadowlarks and others that depend on open fields might find a new home. 

In its 2006 State of the Birds report, the Connecticut Audubon Society listed bird species that depend on shrub land and grassland habitats as showing significant declines. 

“But the great thing about wildlife,” Wilson said, “is that if you create the proper habitat, the animals will return.” 
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