NWTF’s State Chapters Busy Making More Places to Hunt
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For years, the National Wild Turkey Federation has worked to improve access to hunting lands with great success. In an effort to keep the North American hunting tradition accessible to hunters and secure wildlife habitat, the NWTF’s volunteers have spent more than $9.4 million since 1987 to help obtain more than 413,000 acres for hunting.
More Places to Hunt is an NWTF initiative to help provide more hunting land on both public and private property. At both local and national levels, the NWTF and its volunteers have developed partnerships with landowners, and worked with state and federal agencies to help improve hunter access.

However, this new program's objective is to find out specifically what hunters need in regard to access and build upon NWTF chapters' successes and allow the NWTF to better cooperate with partners to accomplish even more.

The NWTF’s chapters and their state and corporate partners have already experienced tremendous success in affecting hunter access in a variety of ways, including recent land acquisitions such as those in Ohio, West Virginia, Alabama, Tennessee, North Carolina and many other states; funding conservation easements that provide public access in Montana; holding landowner appreciation days in Wisconsin; and active involvement in legislative issues concerning public land access.

The NWTF's contribution to the projects come from the various State Chapters’ Hunting Heritage Super Funds, which generate dollars through Hunting Heritage Super Fund Banquets, at which chapters and volunteers raise money through ticket sales, silent auctions, live auctions and raffles.

The money generated is combined with donations from corporate sponsors and individuals concerned about wildlife conservation. Partnerships with these corporations, individuals and wildlife agencies result in a three to one match for every dollar a state chapter puts in its Super Fund.

NWTF: Studying Hunters’ Needs

To help gauge the access needs of hunters, the Federation’s More Places to Hunt coordinators conducted an online survey to find out what hunters want. The results show that most hunters are losing places to spend their time in the field. The findings also show that hunters are willing to spend both their time and money to improve access to quality hunting spots.

"We were really pleased with the participation in the survey, which tells us that the lack of hunting access is a hot-button topic throughout the United States," said Joel Pedersen, NWTF's More Places to Hunt program coordinator. "The folks who responded are primarily NWTF members and are avid hunters."

According to Pedersen, more than 3,100 hunters participated in the survey and nearly 75 percent of survey respondents said they hunt more than 20 days per year. Now, program coordinators are using the findings to formulate a strategy to improve access to quality hunting opportunities throughout the United States.

Survey results show that hunters are willing to increase efforts to make more places to hunt. More than 80 percent said they are willing to financially support efforts to improve access for hunting and 57 percent said they'd be willing to volunteer to help with access-related field projects.
Click Here for Examples of NWTF Making More Places to Hunt

Tennessee

In March of 2008, The NWTF’s Tennessee State Chapter and its partners announced a land purchase in south central Tennessee as part of its More Places to Hunt initiative.

The NWTF and its Tennessee state chapter contributed $110,000 towards the purchase of the 874 acres of woodlands called the Estelle Fork tract in Franklin County, Tenn. The property adjoins the 15,000-acre Bear Hollow Mountain Wildlife Management Area and will enhance hunting opportunities for sportsmen and women in the Volunteer State and beyond. The ownership of the land was granted to the Tennessee Wildlife Resources Agency (TWRA), and the acreage was added to Tennessee's public lands for all to enjoy.

"Some of the best wild turkey hunting anywhere can be found in Tennessee," said NWTF Tennessee State Chapter president Mark Warmath. "The NWTF's Tennessee State Chapter is proud to help provide more places to hunt so that families and friends can enjoy the outdoors together. We will continue to work to leave a lasting conservation legacy for future generations in Tennessee."

The Federation's partners in the purchase include the TWRA, the Nature Conservancy, the Lyndhurst Foundation and the Tennessee Heritage Conservation Trust Fund.

"Everyone worked together to pull this off, and it's great to see that sportsmen and women, and all people who enjoy the outdoors, will benefit from this purchase," said Dowd Bruton, NWTF regional biologist. "The Federation is always working for wildlife and for hunters, and I'm looking forward to more good news like this not only from Tennessee, but across North America."

Alabama

The NWTF’s Alabama State Chapter continues to make public hunting access a priority by designating 20 percent of their funds to land purchases each year.

In February of 2008 the state chapter donated $34,000 toward the purchase of 1,038 acres of land on Lauderdale Wildlife Management Area (WMA).

"Just 10 years ago, the state did not own any land within the Lauderdale WMA," said Ron Eakes, Alabama Department of Wildlife and Freshwater Fisheries' supervising wildlife biologist for District 1. "The DCNR had separate leases and agreements with many landowners, and had no authority to manage the land according to the practices that would be most beneficial to wildlife."

Most recently, the NWTF's Alabama State Chapter helped purchase land from multiple private owners to consolidate ownership within the Lauderdale WMA. According to Eakes, combining small parcels of land within a larger area makes managing and accessing land easier, and reduces the chances of hunters accidentally trespassing on privately-owned land.

So, NWTF volunteers donated money from the Alabama Chapter's Hunting Heritage Super Fund to the Alabama Department of Conservation and Natural Resources (DCNR) to help purchase 11 tracts of land, which are now available for public hunting as part of the WMA.

When an appraisal is necessary, NWTF hires an appraiser immediately after receiving a request from the DCNR. Because the appraisal is paid for with donated funds, it simplifies the process of purchasing land and helps keep the state agency competitive.

"Because the DCNR is a state agency, they must complete a lengthy bidding process before obtaining appraisals," said Joe Koloski, NWTF regional biologist for Alabama. "Often, landowners are unable to wait long enough before selling their land to accommodate the state's bidding requirements, so the DCNR loses to buyers that can complete a purchase more quickly."

The NWTF's commitment to allocating one-fifth of their funds to land purchases provides the DCNR a source of money every year.

"The Alabama State NWTF Chapter has assisted with the purchases of 8,430 acres on the Lauderdale WMA since 2002," Eakes said. "Most of those land acquisitions would have been impossible without help from the NWTF because completing the sales in a timely manner was vital. If we can't move quickly with land purchases, we're out of the game."

Kansas

For the last three years, the NWTF's Kansas State Chapter has helped make More Places to Hunt by donating funds to the Kansas Department of Wildlife & Parks to lease an extra 9,330 acres through its Walk-in Hunting Access program.

"It's getting harder for people to find places to hunt," said John Adams, NWTF Kansas State Chapter president. "Partnering with Kansas Wildlife and Parks' access program is money well spent with us because it provides hunting access."

Kansas' WIHA program was started in 1995 to provide hunters with places to pursue deer, small game and upland game birds. In 2001, the spring version of the WIHA program was initiated for turkey hunters.

"Kansas is an excellent working example of how leasing land from private landowners is good for hunters," said Brandon Houck, NWTF regional biologist for Kansas. "Both hunters and landowners benefit from the Walk-in Hunting Access program."

The WIHA program provides land to hunters and immunity from liability to landowners. Kansas natural resource officers also patrol the land in the WIHA program as public land and violators are ticketed or arrested for land disturbances such as littering or vandalism, as well as for not following wildlife regulations.

"This program is a win-win situation," Houck said. "It provides access to hunters and protection to landowners."

West Virginia

On June 25, 2007, the West Virginia Department of Natural Resources and the NWTF’s West Virginia State Chapter christened Little Indian Creek WMA, a 1,036-acre parcel of land purchased with the help of the National Wild Turkey Federation's West Virginia State Chapter. The state chapter contributed $194,000, or half of the total purchase.

The other portion of the project was funded by the West Virginia Division of Natural Resources through dollars generated from the sale of state hunting and fishing licenses. The property, which was purchased from the Conservation Fund, was previously owned by Consol Energy, which donated the property to the Conservation Fund.

"About 15 years ago the NWTF's West Virginia state board of directors decided to put a lot of emphasis on improving hunting opportunities in The Mountain State," said Curtis Taylor, WVDNR Chief of Wildlife Resources Section. "Since then, the NWTF's volunteers have helped purchase nearly 1,500 acres throughout the state. They're an exceptional group of sportsmen who are committed to the future of hunting and fishing in West Virginia."

In all, the West Virginia State Chapter has spent more than $285,000 on land acquisitions. Since 1985 nearly $1 million has been raised and spent by West Virginia chapters on projects within the state through the Super Fund and national project fund research dollars. 

"The future of conservation is linked to the future of hunting," said Dave Truban, an NWTF West Virginia State Chapter board member. "Our volunteers care about the outdoors. There has to be good, public hunting areas to ensure the future of hunting and conservation."

Iowa

The National Wild Turkey Federation’s Iowa State Chapter continues to make public hunting access a priority, having already contributed $72,000 toward the purchase of 812 acres of land in the Hawkeye State in 2008. 

Most recently in Iowa, NWTF volunteers helped purchase land that will be used for public hunting as part of four existing conservation areas in Allamakee, Buchanan, Woodbury and Webster counties.

“Public access to hunting is a major concern for many hunters, especially in Iowa where only about two percent of land is publicly owned,” said Dave Whittlesey, NWTF regional biologist for Iowa. “Investing in hunting areas that are open to the public will benefit all wildlife and everyone who enjoys the public lands.” 

The NWTF contributed $37,000 and partnered with the Iowa Department of Natural Resources to help purchase 306 acres in Allamakee County, which will connect the 1,955 acre Lansing Wildlife Management Area (WMA) to the 579 acre Fish Farm Mounds WMA. 

These properties lie near the Mississippi River in Iowa’s northeast corner. By connecting two fragmented portions of public land with this addition, a very significant, 2,840 acre tract of land has now been secured. A tract of land this size will be beneficial to several interior forest wildlife species recognized by the Iowa DNR’s Wildlife Action Plan as being of “greatest conservation need.”
Wyoming

In the winter of 2008, the NWTF’s Wyoming State Chapter donated $10,000 to the Wyoming Game and Fish Commission's Access Yes program, and was recognized for their commitment to support wildlife, wildlife habitat and the hunting tradition in Wyoming.

On average, every dollar donated to the Access Yes program, which provides public hunting opportunities on private lands, results in about 4.2 acres of hunting access. The NWTF's donation -- the second largest one-time donation ever made to the Access Yes program -- could result in about 42,000 acres of additional land access for hunters in 2008.

"Since every dollar currently donated to the Access Yes program is being spent on the access we already have, the only way to get more access is through increased donations from users of the program," said Matt Buhler, Game and Fish statewide access coordinator. "Simply put, this donation will result in additional access for hunters in Wyoming that would not have been possible without it."

“The NWTF epitomizes the value of partnerships between state wildlife management agencies and non-governmental organizations in working to enhance wildlife habitat and hunting and fishing opportunities,” said Terry Cleveland, Wyoming Game and Fish director.

Ohio

Since 1985, the NWTF Ohio chapters have spent almost $2 million to help purchase land in Ohio for public hunting. Through their efforts, more than 75,000 acres of land have been purchased for recreation and wildlife conservation.
In February of 2007, Buckeye State hunters received almost 5,000 acres of new hunting land through contributions from the NWTF’s Ohio State Chapter for a land purchase by the Ohio Division of Wildlife.

The purchase represents an almost five percent increase in public hunting land in a state with limited access to good, public hunting areas. The property, once owned by MeadWestvaco, was sold to the ODOW for $5.6 million. The NWTF Ohio State Chapter donated $500,000 to the purchase through their fundraising banquet system.

"The NWTF is very supportive of land acquisition in Ohio," said Dave Swanson, former ODOW forest wildlife research biologist. "The NWTF was the only national conservation organization to contribute to the purchase. We asked, and they gave."

The majority of the property is located in Jackson County, but 143 acres in Ross County provide fishing access to the Scioto River. The area is being marked as ODOW property and is currently open for late season hunting. It will also be available for spring gobbler turkey hunting.

"The future of conservation is linked to the future of hunting," said Randy Showalter, NWTF regional biologist for Ohio. "Hunters care about the outdoors. There has to be good, public hunting areas to ensure the future of hunting and conservation."

In 2004, NWTF volunteers in the Buckeye State contributed $250,000 toward an ODOW purchase of more than 800 acres of wildlife habitat. The newly purchased lands, which the state was designated as Wildlife Management Areas (WMAs), are under the supervision of the ODOW and are accessible to the public.

North Carolina

Through a partnership with The Nature Conservancy, the North Carolina state chapter of the NWTF donated $50,000 to help purchase nearly 80,000 acres of land from International Paper, of which about 67,000 will be transferred to the North Carolina Wildlife Resources Commission for public hunting in 2006.

"It's been great to work with The Nature Conservancy on this project," said Carl Dixon, NWTF North Carolina state chapter president at the time. "Because of their efforts, and the efforts of the North Carolina chapter, more people will have opportunities to hunt in the state."

Public hunting access in the eastern part of North Carolina has been a problem in the past, Dixon said, but with this land acquisition, hunters will now have plenty of public hunting land.

"The Wildlife Resources Commission is really pleased to have the opportunity to participate in this major project with such great partners," said Dick Hamilton, former executive director of the NCWRC. "This donation will provide valuable lands for public hunting and wildlife management to improve wildlife resources in the state."

There are currently more than 400,000 licensed hunters in North Carolina, and the purchase will add about 4 percent to available public hunting land in the state. North Carolina currently has 2 million acres of state and federal land open to public hunting.

"We couldn't be more pleased to work with the National Wild Turkey Federation on this project," said Katherine Skinner, executive director of The Nature Conservancy's North Carolina chapter. "The support of sportsmen is integral to the success of this kind of large-scale project, and that is because sportsmen are conservationists: the Federation and the Conservancy share the goal of conserving wildlife habitat."

