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Griswold Airport, Madison, Connecticut

Summary of Issues and Importance of Area for Birds and Other Wildlife

Background

Griswold airport is a 42-acre parcel directly adjacent to the Natural Area Preserve of Hammonasset Beach State Park. Comprised of 32 acres of uplands and 10 acres of tidal wetlands. The property has a common boundary with 400 acres of tidal salt marsh at the Natural Area Preserve, and 456 feet of frontage on the Hammonasset River.  The airport has been proposed for residential development with 131 homes, as large as 4,400 square feet, on the 22 buildable acres of the property. 

Undeveloped or at least lightly developed parcels in the coastal zone of Connecticut are extremely rare.  Rarer still are sites that have even a partial function as a coastal prairie habitat.   Griswold Airport, as even the developer’s engineer has stated, is perhaps a unique parcel of land in Connecticut.  Such open country coastal upland habitats are a threatened and scarce habitat in the state, and are important for birds and other wildlife that use the site. Griswold Airport is important for the integrity of the park and associated natural preserve area.
Hammonasset Beach State Park was recognized by Audubon Connecticut as an Important Bird Area (IBA) of global significance in June of 2004. Hammonasset Beach State Park was created and the first land purchased in 1919 and borders Long Island Sound for about 10,000 feet and the Hammonasset River for about 5000 feet.  The habitat consists of approx. 600 acres of brackish tidal marsh; 300 acres of grass parking and camping areas and about 100 acres of young forest upland.  The unique location of several of the upland areas within the marsh and grassland peninsula creates a significant migratory stopover area for many species of landbirds.  The site is unusual (and especially valuable for education and wildlife recreational activities) in having an array of habitat types in close proximity to one another. The park is also one of the most heavily visited birding areas in the state, visited by thousands of nature enthusiasts from all over Connecticut and the eastern United States.  Nearly every birding organization in the state and many schools and universities run field trips to the park. 
The marsh is of global significance due to the populations of birds that make their homes there, particularly Salt Marsh Sharp-tailed Sparrows.    The park, tidal marsh and near-shore waters support some of the highest conservation priority species of birds in the state, providing critical habitat for 2 federally listed, several state listed birds, and hundreds of other types of birds.   It is also a nursery area for many finfish, and serves the important function of protecting the water quality of Long Island Sound.   The airport property provides an important buffer to the Natural Area Preserve, and the proposal for over 100 dwelling units adjacent to this important and sensitive area is likely to have a dramatic impact on the quality of the marsh. 
Smart Growth:  Leyland Alliance has gone through great efforts to convince the Town of Madison that their high intensity development plans for Griswold Airport are consistent with the principals of smart growth.  However, one of the principals of smart growth is to view parcels in the context of the larger landscape of a town or even a state, and to cluster new development in areas where there is existing develop-ment or where they will have the least impact on fragile natural resources (Ecologically Based Municipal Land Use Planning William B Honachefsky).   Clustering new, high-intensity development in such close proximity to such a critical and fragile natural resource as Hammonasset Beach State Park is not in accordance with the landscape scale vision that is necessary to ensure smart growth. To simply imply that because they are proposing a high-density development that it is smart growth is an abuse of the term smart growth and is simply an attempt to disguise sprawl in smart growth clothing.  If this proposal receives final approval it may also make difficult for the Town to reject future projects of similar density and in the long-run could exacerbate sprawl.  

Ecosystems:  Dr. Michael Klemmons, the developers environmental consultant, was absolutely correct when he stated to the Planning And Zoning Commission that ecosystems are often on the scale of thousands of acres.  Because of this, the Griswold Airport property must be considered in the context of the greater Hammonasset tidal marsh ecosystem.  The current low-intensity use of the property as a minimally used airport provides an important buffer to the fragile tidal marsh community.  While the upland portions of the airport are currently managed in a way that is inconsistent with nesting by grassland specialist birds, the airport contributes to the overall open aspect of the marsh boundaries, allowing marsh specialist wildlife to utilize the edges of the marsh and the wetland/upland boundaries to the fullest extent possible.  Many open country birds avoid nesting or foraging in edge areas that may harbor predators or obscure their view of the horizon, making them vulnerable to ambush attacks by hawks or other airborne or land based predators.  Additionally, such open country habitats in the coastal zone are extremely important to migrating and wintering raptor species such as American Kestrels, Northern Harriers and Short-eared Owls, all of which use the Hammonasset Marshes in great numbers.  Such areas can also provide important wintering and stopover habitat for many species of birds that are facing long-term declines in their populations.  Species such as Savannah Sparrow, Horned Lark and Eastern Meadowlark, require not only sufficient breeding habitat, but also high quality migratory stopover and wintering habitat in order to survive their perilous migratory journeys.  

State-listed species: The Coastal Zone Management Act states that development should avoid adverse impacts to state-listed species. The developer’s paid environmental consultant's wildlife surveys recorded no less than 15 species of state-listed birds in surveys of the airport property. These birds were using both the habitats of the property and the immediately proximal habitats of the marsh.   The consultant’s assertion that the state’s Natural Diversity Database only records nesting use of parcels by state-listed species is false.  There are at least three relevant non-nesting categories which this database records, foraging areas for state-listed colonial waterbird species, wintering and migratory stopover habitat for Short-eared Owls (a species which does not nest in Connecticut, but is listed as Threatened for wintering populations), and wintering and migratory usage by ‘Ipswich’ Savannah Sparrows, a species of special concern.   State-threatened Snowy and Great Egrets were recorded as foraging on and/or near the airport property, and such colonial nesting species not only require appropriate nesting habitat, but also ample foraging habitat to and from which they can travel to find food to support their quickly growing nestlings.  Short-eared Owls were not recorded on the consultants’ surveys, but are regularly recorded as utilizing the habitats of Hammonasset Beach State Park.  This secretive and crepuscular species can be easily overlooked without near constant monitoring of a particular parcel.  ‘Ipswich’ Sparrows are a rare and distinct subspecies of Savannah Sparrows, that only nest on one small island off the coast of Nova Scotia, and winter in tidal marsh and barrier beach habitats of the northeast coast of the US.  They are listed as a state species of Special Concern, and have been recorded as using the margins of the Hammonasset Marsh.  Many of these state-listed species are inconspicuous and could also be easily overlooked by even intensive monitoring efforts. Northern Harriers, while considered a state-endangered species for populations that nest in Connecticut, is considered a species of conservation concern throughout its utilize the habitats of Hammonasset Beach State Park in significant numbers.  The park has been documented, through a bird banding station, as one of the most important migratory stopover areas in the Eastern United States for this state-endangered species.  While the NDDB will not record casual usage by most state-listed species, a critical migratory stopover area such as this may be a recordable phenomenon. 
Callback surveys (AMBI, KIRA)  Certain species of state-listed marsh nesting birds can only be adequately surveyed by means of call-back surveys, where territorial calls of the species are played and an observer records any response to the broadcasting of these calls.  At least three state-listed species of marsh nesting birds could nest in proximity to the airport and could easily go undetected without extensive callback surveys.  The state-endangered American Bittern, and King Rail, and state-threatened Least Bittern all are known to use the upper reaches of brackish tidal marshes in Connecticut.  Any one of these species could use the habitats of the property or immediately proximal portions of the Hammonasset Beach State Park Natural Area Preserve. Finally, the state-threatened Horned Lark is a very early and inconspicuous nester and could potentially nest in such a habitat, as they will nest before mowing begins in the spring, or could nest at the edges of lawn habitats.

Early succession habitat Coastal early successional grassland habitats are such a rare, endangered and important habitat that even properties that are suitable for grassland management and/or restoration are worthy of protection.  Many people think that Connecticut was an entirely forested state prior to European Colonization, but we now know that there were substantial amounts of grassland habitat present in the state since at least the last Ice Age.  This parcel has extremely high ecological value, if only for the potential of grassland management, but it even its current use allows at least some partial function as a coastal meadow, by providing stopover habitat for species of regional or even global conservation concern, such as Upland and Buff-breasted Sandpipers.  The former of these two species is listed as state endangered and was recorded by the consultants on the property, the later of which is listed by BirdLife International as globally 'Near-Threatened', and regularly occurs at Hammonasset Beach State Park, one of only a handful of such sites used by this species in the state.  The airport is perfect habitat for use in migration by Buff-breasted Sandpipers.  While the Upland Sandpiper that was recorded was not likely nesting at this site, even seasonal usage by this species is significant and may be indicative of potential nesting habitat for this species.  Normally this species requires parcels of grassland habitat in excess of 200 acres to successfully nest, but has been known to nest in smaller parcels of appropriate habitat, provided that they are adjacent to other open habitats, such as the adjacent tidal marsh.  

Saltmarsh Sharp-tailed Sparrow.  One of the species that the developer's consultants recorded in the nesting season on the property is the Saltmarsh Sharp-tailed Sparrow.  Not only is this species listed as a species of special concern in Connecticut, but it is also a species of global conservation concern, due to very specialized nesting habitat requirements and a very small global range.  If one were to take all of the appropriate habitat for this species in the world, it would be smaller than the state of Connecticut.  For these reasons, BirdLife International lists the Saltmarsh Sharp-tailed Sparrow as globally 'Vulnerable'.   The criteria for a population of global importance, that is to say a globally Important Bird Area, for Saltmarsh Sharp-tailed Sparrows is as low as 30 individuals using a site in the course of a year.  Drs. Chris Elphick and Margaret Rubega of the University of Connecticut and myself have conducted population studies of this species at Hammonasset Beach State Park and have documented 155 individuals of this species in only a small portion of the marsh.  Even with only a small portion of the marsh surveyed, the numbers of Saltmarsh Sharp-tailed Sparrows present in the nesting season greatly exceeds the threshold for an IBA of global importance.   

A partial list of the key guidelines to protect this species as laid out by the Partners in Flight PIF Southern New England Physiographic Area 09 Bird Conservation Plan include: 
Reduce human disturbance , especially from marshes with known breeding sites for any of the priority species in this habitat type

Protect marshes from chemical contamination, siltation, eutrophication, and other forms of pollution

Secure adequate upland buffers (drier habitats adjoining wet marsh areas), especially for marshes near agricultural lands and human development

Develop appropriate predator control programs, especially for smaller marshes and marshes near human population concentrations

Control invasive species, especially Phragmites
Buffers.  The developers will have us believe that because they are reducing the small amount of impervious surface within what may become the 100' buffer that they are actually improving the habitat of the marsh, but currently, the site as a whole is mostly undeveloped, with low intensity use, with the entire property having functionality as a buffer to the upland edge of the marsh.  The 100' buffer is a rather arbitrary choice for a buffer size, in fact, we can look to the State of New Jersey which has just produced stormwater regulations that prohibit any development within 300' of major streams and reservoirs to protect water quality from the harmful effects of pollutants.  It could certainly be said that development of this intensity will not be a net gain for the critical habitats of the Natural Area Preserve.    

View aspect One of the components of Coastal Zone Management Act is to protect coastal viewsheds and guard against degrading visual quality through significant alteration of the natural features of vistas and viewpoints.  The proposed high-intensity use of this property will drastically change the viewshed of the Natural Area Preserve, obscuring the view of the tidal marsh from Route 1 and drastically changing the view of the marsh from at least some points within Connecticut's most heavily used State Park.  Another way in which this proposed development will drastically change the views of the State Park would be potentially greatly increased levels of light pollution and light trespass emanating from this property.   This may seem like a trivial matter, but one of the things that makes the experience of camping at the State Park such a rare and unique experience is something that is becoming increasingly difficult to find in Connecticut, particularly in coastal areas; a view of the dark night sky and even the summer Milky Way. In fact the park is chosen on occasion as an area in which to hold astronomical field trips, because of the dark skies that are visible from this location.  Light pollution may have additional affects beyond the aesthetic, including disruption of circadian rhythms of native plants and wildlife and increased activity by nocturnal or crepuscular predators.  The Connecticut DEP is currently funding research into the effects of light pollution on marsh and coastal nesting species.
Sewerage Treatment Facility, Pharmaceuticals and Pesticide Mosquito Control 
Regarding the sewerage treatment system, while such systems may be quite effective at the removal of Nitrogen from treated effluent, are such systems as effective at the removal of pharmaceuticals and their metabolites?   There are concerns that the long-term impacts of such chemicals could have a dramatic effect on wildlife. Such drugs as antibiotics, anti-depressants, birth control pills, seizure medication, cancer treatments, pain killers, tranquilizers and cholesterol-lowering compounds have been detected in varied water sources, and there is concern that these could impact fish and other wildlife.   Even if all of the nitrogen is removed from the waste waters generated by this development, the discharge of large amounts of fresh water adjacent to a fragile brackish tidal marsh can greatly alter the chemistry of the marsh.  This change in salinity can allow invasive species, such as Phragmites, to establish itself in the upper reaches of the marsh and in turn spread further into the important tidal marsh habitats. 
Additionally, with the ever increasing threat of West Nile Virus and other mosquito-borne illnesses, placement of such large numbers of residents in such close proximity to a mosquito source, such as tidal wetlands, could greatly increase the pressures for increased use of chemicals for the control of disease vector mosquitoes.
Conclusion

Such a large-scale, high-density development, with its associated increase in impervious surface area of the property, as well as the impacts on the visual effect of this area, would be inappropriate for such an ecologically sensitive site with such importance as a tourism destination.  The developers have gone to great lengths to convince the Town that there would be no adverse impact to the marsh or river, however the truth is that with so many things that could go wrong no one can predict which one will. 
