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FORT STEWART -- The vast woodlands of this military post are unusually silent because the 15,000 or so soldiers with the 3rd Army Division (Mechanized) who train here are now in Kuwait, poised for war with Iraq.
Most of the time, though, Fort Stewart thrums with the sound of high explosives and the clank of armored vehicles. Formidable M1-A1 Abrams tanks rumble through the pine woods on maneuvers. The earth shakes as Bradley fighting vehicles and track-mounted howitzers fire at distant targets at the Red Cloud Range complex. Machine guns stutter and grenades bang as soldiers conduct live fire exercises.
In the thick of all of this firepower, a healthy and growing population of endangered red-cockaded woodpeckers goes calmly about the business of foraging for tasty bugs and nesting in cavities in old pine trees in the same woods where tanks rumble and soldiers count cadence.
The small woodpeckers represent one of Fort Stewart's proudest victories, one both the Army and many others fought hard for.
More than 300 experts from all over the country toured Fort Stewart on Wednesday, learning about the way the Army not only protects the birds but also helps to increase their numbers.
The visitors, most biologists with universities or state and federal wildlife agencies, are attending a five-day symposium this week in Savannah on the red-cockaded woodpecker. The symposium, organized and hosted by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, is held every 10 years to allow experts in the field to compare notes on the endangered birds, said Tom MacKenzie, service spokesman.
At the Army post, the scientists, dressed for field action in khakis, jeans and boots, waded into the sandy woodlands to look at pine trees where post biologists have installed 1,000 artificial nesting cavities.
Fort Stewart has a 14-member environmental team that not only protects the woodpeckers but also takes care of other rare animals on post, including endangered Eastern indigo snakes and threatened gopher tortoises. Under federal law, all government agencies are required to protect endangered and threatened species.
At Fort Stewart, Beaty pointed out the woodpeckers' cavity trees, some within a few yards of paved roads or unpaved tank tracks. The trees, clearly marked by double white bands, are clustered in groups of five or more. Only one woodpecker pair nests in a cluster each season, he said.
Because woodpeckers prefer to forage in open woodlands, Beaty said, post biologists regularly burn acreage to maintain good habitat.
"We burn about 100,000 acres a year," he said. 

In addition, soldiers sometimes set fires accidentally by firing tracer rounds or other pyrotechnics, Lt. Col. Michael Clark said.
"The same landscape that supports our training needs also supports the ecosystem," he said. "These seemingly opposing activities are inherently compatible."
The post biologists even play matchmaker, pairing up woodpeckers in need of mates. 

The Army and the Department of Defense began studying the military's impact on the birds a decade ago. The studies continue at the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers' research and development center in Champaign, Ill., said Dr. Hal Balbach, senior research biologist at the center.
"We looked at firing of heavy weapons, at maneuvering large vehicles across the landscape and at the use of smoke in obscurants," Balbach said. "The reports are still coming out, but we know that, fortunately, the impacts of those military activities turn out to be relatively small. There is some evidence the birds actually get used to the noise, like people who live near airports."
Balbach said researchers concluded that even the Army's use of fog oil to create smoke screens had no observable effects on the woodpeckers.
Clark said the Army post now has a significant red-cockaded population. 

"We have 239 active clusters here, 5 percent of all the remaining red-cockaded woodpeckers in the world," he said. 

Fort Stewart and Fort Benning in Columbus together boast the two largest populations of the birds in Georgia. The number of nests at Fort Stewart has steadily increased, said Ralph Costa, red-cockaded recovery coordinator with the Fish and Wildlife Service at Clemson University.
The red-cockaded woodpecker now ranges across parts of 12 states, only about 1 percent of its historic territory. The birds' decline paralleled that of their habitat.
At one time, longleaf pine forests were so vast that early settlers described them as "pine barrens," although they were full of plant and animal life. Now, longleaf pine ecosystems are among the most endangered habitats on earth. Most grow on government-owned land, including national forests and military reservations.
Jim Ozier, a senior wildlife biologist with the Georgia Department of Natural Resources, said the birds might already be extinct were it not for military reservations.
"They're pretty much dependent [for survival] on places like Fort Stewart now," Ozier said. 

 

