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Animals thrive in unlikely home

By Kristina Smith Horn, Watchdog/enterprise reporter, The News-Messenger.com

A few thousand feet from where soldiers practice shooting at Camp Perry before being sent overseas, a pair of bald eagles nest and raise their young.

Just west of the shooting range is a pond and new wetland area where the same eagles swoop down and snap up fish and water snakes with their sharp talons to take back to their nest for dinner.

And on some spring days, the parents have been spotted following their fledgling eaglet as it practices flying above the range.

Nestled along the Lake Erie shore between Port Clinton and Oak Harbor off Ohio 2, Camp Perry is a place where national security and defense meets critical habitat for dozens of species.

Yet the two coexist, often without disturbing each other when logically it would seem bald eagles -- and other animals -- would want to get as far away as possible from the repeated blasts of gunfire.

This puts Camp Perry, a military training site for the Ohio Army National Guard, Air Force, Marines and other military and government agencies and the site of the National Rifle Association annual matches, in a unique position. Its leaders have embraced the camp's connection to wildlife, most recently by adding a wetland to an existing pond near the shooting range.

"This is a state property," said Lt. Col. Barb Herrington-Clemens of the Ohio Army National Guard. "We are custodians. It was the responsible thing to do."

The National Guard put in the wetland to replace other marsh areas it took out during a construction project, she said. Whenever an entity removes a wetland, it must replace it with a similar or better-quality marsh, said Dina Pierce, Ohio Environmental Protection Agency spokeswoman.

An engineer from the Ohio Adjutant General's Office designed the area that is connected to the pond and drains into Lacarpe Creek, which dumps into Lake Erie. Officials spent two years preparing the site, and replaced more wetland than they were legally required to add, Herrington-Clemens said.

"You have to be ecologically concerned," she said. "These could be ecosystems that would self-support and self-sustain while providing a function."

Tree stumps placed around the shallow wetland provide habitat for fish and reptiles. Deer and raccoon tracks in the mud leave behind trails into the water where animals had stopped for a drink.

Great Blue Herons and white egrets often stop by for a quick snack of fish, and turtles and snakes sun themselves on stumps protruding from the water. Now and then a muskrat pops out of the water before diving again.

"It's 10 times better than what we replaced," said Ralph Green, Ohio Army National Guard state administrative officer whose love of nature is evident with the plethora of deer photos and animal sculptures around his Camp Perry office. "It's wonderful to go out at see all that wildlife. The wetland will prove to be a heck of an incubator for frogs."

Fred Snyder, Ohio State University Sea Grant extension specialist whose office is at Camp Perry, helped stock the pond with animals. The area is home to painted, leatherback and snapping turtles; bullfrogs and green and leopard frogs, a variety of fish and birds; and a rare, tiny, transparent shrimp called a glass shrimp.

"It's improved the habitat," Snyder said of the wetland. "You're going to get a lot of other wetland-type wildlife. Birds that haven't used it before will use it."

Officials hope it will enhance the camp's long-standing status as a home for bald eagles, which have nested there since the early 1990s. Even during the NRA matches, which she calls the Super Bowl of competitive shooting, the eagles have been known to put on a show.

"We've had eagles land on the shooting ranges," Green said. "They throw down the fish they've got -- that's how they kill it -- and then they have lunch. Everyone just stops to watch them."

